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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this MA thesis is to examine the connection between the two literary 
revivals that emerged in Ireland towards the end of the 19th century (namely, the Irish 
literary revival and the Gaelic literary revival), by comparing major works of the two 
seminal authors of their respective movements: John Millington Synge (In the Shadow of 
the Glen, The Playboy of the Western World, The Tinker’s Wedding, The Well of the 
Saints, Riders to the Sea, Aran Islands) and Pádraic Ó Conaire (Exile, The Finest 
Stories). 
The thesis confirms the similarities between the two authors regarding European literary 
influences (Late Romanticism, Social Realism, Naturalism, Modernism), their treatment 
of social issues, common themes, and protagonist types. Despite the movements were 
revolved around separate languages and concept of Irishness, the thesis successfully 
draws parallels between the Irish literary revival and the nativist and progressive strands 
of Gaelic literary revival.  
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POVZETEK 
Namen magistrskega dela je proučiti povezanost irskega literarnega preporoda in 
gelskega literarnega preporoda, ki sta se sočasno pojavila na Irskem konec 19. stoletja, 
skozi primerjavo del ključnih avtorjev obeh literarnih gibanj, in sicer Johna Millingtona 
Synga (In the Shadow of the Glen, The Playboy of the Western World, The Tinker’s 
Wedding, The Well of the Saints, Riders to the Sea, Aran Islands) in Pádraica Ó Conaira 
(Exile, The Finest Stories). 
Kljub temu, da avtorja pripadata različnima literarnima gibanjema, je bilo v delih obeh 
moč zaznati lastnosti pozne romantike, socialnega realizma, naturalizma in modernizma. 
Ugotovljeno je bilo, da sta avtorja na podoben način obravnavala socialno problematiko 
Irske tistega časa. Podobnosti so bile ugotovljene tudi v izbiri tem in tipov protagonistov. 
Čeprav sta irski literarni preporod in gelski literarni preporod osnovana na različnih jezikih 
in različnih pojmovanjih irskosti, magistrsko delo dokazuje, da se pravzaprav ujemata v 
številnih vidikih.  
 
KLJUČNE BESEDE: irski literarni preporod, gelski literarni preporod, John Millington 
Synge, Pádraic Ó Conaire, irskost, irska literatura 
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INTRODUCTION 
Ireland has continuously been a source of intrigue due to its dual Anglo-Gaelic nature 
shaped by its turbulent history. With the resurgence of nationalism, the 19th century 
reintroduced the question of what it means to be Irish. In the light of colonialisation, 
different modes of Irishness emerged, prompting separate ideologies that served as the 
foundation of two distinct national revival movements. The revivals competed to establish 
their concept of national literature as the predominant vision for the whole nation. The 
Irish Literary Revival encompassed Anglo-Irish authors writing exclusively in English, 
including W. B. Yeats, Lady Gregory, and J. M. Synge, whereas the Gaelic Literary 
Revival championed literature written by such Irish-Gaelic authors as Pádraic Ó Conaire, 
and Patrick Pearse. The choice of a linguistic medium had proven to be a decisive factor 
behind the antagonistic relationship that developed among the proponents of their 
separate movements. They were perceived as diametrically opposed even though they 
were ignited by the same nationalist thought. 
By looking past the language barrier, the thesis aims to bridge the two literary movements 
through the works of their most prominent authors: John Millington Synge (1871–1909) 
and Pádraic Ó Conaire (1882–1928). For a better understanding of the feud between the 
two revivals, a historical and social background will be provided, along with the 
development of the authors’ separate movements. Their work will be examined in 
connection with the social circumstances in Ireland at that time. The thesis explores 
whether their work was influenced by other European literary currents and their position 
within their own movements. Furthermore, the thesis examines major themes, among 
them individuality, the importance of nature, social reality, and typical protagonists, such 
as social outcasts, of their prominent works, e.g., Synge’s In the Shadow of the Glen, 
The Playboy of the Western World, The Tinker’s Wedding, The Well of the Saints, and 
Riders to the Sea with Ó Conaire’s Exile, and Short Stories. The critical reception of their 
work is also explored. Today both authors are highly-esteemed and were provocative in 
their time because they challenged the traditionalists’ perception of new Ireland. 
Furthermore, the thesis will compare and contrast their significant works in order to 
discover why they were so controversial in the late 19th century.  
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The thesis explores the dual Irish identity that developed when Ireland was fighting to 
survive amidst difficult social circumstances. Although the two literary movements did not 
share a language, they did share a goal to establish and strengthen an Irish identity by 
creating quality national literature; therefore, they are not as different as they thought. 
Throughout the thesis I use the terms “Irish,” “Gaelic,” and “Anglo-Irish.” When discussing 
the language, the term “Irish” refers to the Celtic language, originally known as Gaeilge. 
It is not to be mistaken for Scottish Gaelic. To avoid confusion, I use the term “Anglo-
Irish” when referring to the authors of the Irish Literary Revival who used English as their 
linguistic medium, also known as the Anglo-Irish dialect or Hiberno-English. The great 
majority of them were the descendants of the English Protestant Ascendancy. In 
contrast, the term “Gaelic” denotes authors belonging to the Gaelic Literary Revival who 
were Catholic and wrote solely in the Irish language.  
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1 HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 
This chapter outlines the historical events that gave rise to the nationalist idea behind the 
two revivalist movements. It gives the reader an insight into the difficult circumstances 
that affected the entire Irish nation. Furthermore, it provides the context of the rivalry that 
gradually grew between the two revivals and their proponents. 
Nineteenth-century Ireland faced many challenges. In the beginning, the country was still 
recovering from the bloody repercussions of the Irish Rebellion of 1798. Insurgents 
continued to be exiled as State prisoners to Scotland or penal colonies in Australia while 
Wicklow still occasionally experienced outbreaks of violence. The country was in 
complete disarray, and its political independence was under threat. Henry Grattan, an 
Irish politician and a strong advocate for an independent Irish Parliament, hoped that 
“conciliation might appease the country and preserve the Constitution,” whereas the 
notable members of the Protestant ascendancy, for example John Foster and Charles 
Stewart Parnell, believed that no change was needed as the Irish Parliament and the 
Protestant gentry successfully suppressed the rebellion. All attempts to remedy the 
situation, however, were in vain (Curtis 296–297).  
The Act of Union (1800) was seen as an attempt to rectify some of the wrongdoings that 
ignited the rebellion as well as to prevent it from destabilising Britain or making the 
country vulnerable to foreign invasion. The Irish Parliament was abolished, and the 
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland was established. It turned out that “[t]he 
Union had not been a treaty made with the Irish people,” and the British failed to honour 
the majority of their promises to the Irish nation (Curtis 303). For example, Penal Laws 
were still in force at that time. They were passed against Roman Catholics in order to 
prevent them from practicing the Roman Catholic religion and taking part in such civil 
matters as voting, teaching, owning land or holding public office. Even though some of 
the Penal Laws were alleviated in 1782, Irish Catholics were still excluded from making 
any political decisions. The Irish still longed for the promised Catholic Emancipation, 
which was rejected by King George III but was enabled by his successor with the Roman 
Catholic Relief Act in 1829. 
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In the mid-1840s, another disaster struck that decimated the population: The Great 
Potato Famine (An Gorta Mór). Although it was the potato blight that caused the Famine, 
the responsibility for the high mortality rate had proven to be much more controversial. 
The British response to the Famine only deepened the widespread Irish hatred of their 
colonizers. Not only did the Parliament at Westminster fail to provide any humanitarian 
aid that would alleviate the situation, it even decided to continue with the grain export 
from the struggling island to Britain (Donnelly et al. 568–569). As a result, one million 
died of starvation, and another million emigrated to England, America, Canada or 
Australia. A fair share of them lived in Western Ireland, where Irish Gaelic was the 
predominantly spoken language. All of this contributed to a steep decline of Irish and 
“accelerated an already marked linguistic shift toward English” (O’Leary 2). While Britain 
continued to expand in power, wealth and influence after 1850, Ireland appeared to be 
dying out. By 1911, the population had been reduced from 6.6 million to 4.4 million. 
Nonetheless, the horrors of the famine contributed to the resurgence of Irish nationalism. 
The Fenian Brotherhood was founded in 1858 with a goal to establish an Irish republic, 
but their antagonism towards the Catholic hierarchy, together with their inability to 
organize themselves properly while keeping their activity a secret, resulted in their failure. 
Their armed rising (1867), which took place in Munster counties and around Dublin was 
crushed by the British without much trouble, and the leaders of the movement were sent 
to prison or were exiled. Nevertheless, their actions served as an inspiration to many 
later revolutionaries. As the Land and Home Rule became the national passion from 
1870 onwards, they would find increasing support among the working class in the country 
and intellectuals in the cities (Donnelly et al., 546; Curtis 321).  
The worldwide agrarian depression (1878) had unsettled the west of Ireland, where 
eventually, one of the most exceptional resistance movements in the history of Europe 
was established. The Land League (1879) with Charles Stewart Parnell (1846–1891) as 
the president set out to “bring landlordism to its knees” (Curtis, 326). The hostile 
disposition towards landowners originates from the 17th century, when Charles II allotted 
three-quarters of the Irish land to the rising Anglo-Irish Protestant elite (Donnelly et al. 
584). The Protestant Ascendancy, descendants of which were also J. M. Synge, W. B. 
Yeats, and Lady Gregory, became a serious threat to the prevalent mode of Irishness as 
it began to assert its dominance in the Catholic Gaelic Ireland. The fact that the Irish 
Catholic farmers were merely tenants renting from the Anglo-Irish created an increasing 
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resentment towards the landed aristocracy. Because Parnell’s Land movement strived 
for lower rents and concessions in the time of the Famine, the movement proved to be 
influential in the countryside. Following the fifty years of agrarian struggle, the Irish 
peasantry was finally able to own a piece of land, provided they purchased it from their 
landlords. At the same time, Parnell was trying to gain the leadership of the Home Rule 
Party, which he achieved in 1880. However, this was merely the beginning and Parnell 
did not witness an independent Ireland in his time. 
After the first two Home Rule Bills (1886, 1893) had failed, the young nationalists resorted 
to radical measures. The notion of separatism was reinforced by many cultural and 
political Gaelic organisations that blossomed during that period, including the Gaelic 
Athletic Association (1884), the Gaelic League (1893), and Arthur Griffith’s Sinn Féin 
(1905) that later went on to play an integral part in the establishment of Dáil Éireann, the 
parliament of Ireland. Not willing to submit to the Catholic vision of independent Gaelic 
Ireland, the largely Protestant Irish unionists established the Ulster Volunteer Force 
(UVF) in order to block the Home Rule, to which the nationalists responded by creating 
their own military organisation, the Irish Volunteers, a member of which was also Pádraic 
Ó Conaire. As a result, Ireland found itself on the brink of a civil war, which was avoided 
merely because the approaching World War I (1914–1918) posed a much greater 
danger.  
The war, however, prompted a split in the Irish Volunteers, when they were asked to 
support the British and join their forces. The minority that refused went on to form “the 
nucleus of the Easter Rising of April 1916,” together with James Connolly’s Citizen Army. 
Tom Clarke (1858–1916), James Connolly (1868–1916), and Patrick Pearse (1879–
1916), who were the leading figures of the rising, all had different reasons for wanting to 
end the British rule in Ireland (Donnelly et al. 548). Clarke as a former member of the 
Irish Republican Brotherhood and the Fenian Brotherhood was committed to turning 
Ireland into a republic; Connolly’s goal was to create a socialist state; Pearse urged for 
an Ireland “not merely free but Gaelic as well” (Donnelly et al. 548). Their alliance paved 
the way for Irish republicanism following the rising, “and although [the alliance] failed to 
ignite the country in 1916, its brave sacriﬁce, followed by the British government’s failure 
[...] to stop the military executions of the leaders of the Rising, gave republicanism a 
promising start” (Donnelly et al. 548).  
 6 
 
What ensued were years of unrest caused by the Irish Republican Army (IRA) in their 
fight for a united Irish republic. The Irish War of Independence concluded with the Anglo-
Irish Treaty (An Conradh Angla-Éireannach) in 1921, and the Irish Free State was born. 
A Republican minority group opposed the treaty under the leadership of Éamon de 
Valera. Not only were they against the partition of Ireland, but they also disagreed with 
the constitutional status of the new state as well as the oath of allegiance to the British 
crown. The disagreement escalated in a Civil War (1922–1923) that ended with the 
defeat of Anti-Treaty forces, and a deep internal division still present today. 
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2 THE GAELIC REVIVAL / ATHBHEOCHAN NA GAEILGE 
For the Irish language, the early 19th century is often perceived as “the blackest that the 
language has ever known. Literary Irish in the 19th century probably touched the lowest 
level ever reached since the language was first written” (Ó Cuív 41). In the aftermath of 
the previous two centuries plagued by colonisation, the rise of ascendancy, and penal 
restrictions, the Irish culture and language were rapidly deteriorating. Although the Irish 
language was widely spoken among people in the countryside, by the mid-19th century, 
not much had been done to promote written Irish; therefore the quality of Gaelic literature 
declined catastrophically. Without the written language, Ireland was unable to reinforce 
its Gaelic identity in the increasingly Anglophone society. Measures needed to be taken 
to strengthen the position of the Irish language, which was gradually achieved through 
the various organisations and publications presented in this chapter.  
 
In comparison, the Gaelic prose of the 17th and 18th centuries was very much under the 
influence of contemporary European literature. Though it emphasized the romantic and 
the mythical, it aimed for a more realistic approach. Stories featuring Cú Chulainn and 
other ancient heroes exhibited “a self-reflexive awareness of the native literary tradition,” 
while several of them, especially “Eachtra Áodh Mhic Goireachtaidh” (“The Adventure of 
Áodh Mac Goireachtaidh”) and “Stair Éamuinn Uí Chléirigh” (“The History of Éamonn Ó 
Cléirigh”), revealed a profound understanding of the current political, social, and linguistic 
situation in Ireland (O’Leary 4). Stair Éamuinn Uí Chléirigh was especially significant 
because it was edited by an important future revivalist, Eoghan Ó Neachtain. The story 
revolves around the theme of temperance and at the same time satirizes Irish people 
“willing to exchange fluency in their own language for broken English,” which became the 
fundamental issue for future proponents of both revivals (O’Leary 4). As discussed in the 
sections to come, the Gaelic revivalists criticised their Anglo-Irish contemporaries’ choice 
to abandon the native language and make English their prime mode of expression. 
 
The early 19th century marks a lack of original written compositions in Irish. Oral literary 
culture, nonetheless, thrived in the countryside. Since the people in rural areas were 
mostly illiterate, books were of no use to them. Still, they were able to maintain contact 
with the native tradition through poetry, folklore, or the occasional lectures by travelling 
teachers. Whereas oral folktales were in abundance, an absence of literate and educated 
 8 
 
readership impeded the creation of more elaborate and sophisticated literature. Even 
though the written word in Irish suffered immensely in this period, it did not cease to exist. 
There was “a not insignificant output of original prose,” albeit mainly ecclesiastical and 
homiletic (O’Leary 5). An early supporter of the preservation and revival of the Irish 
language as a spoken and literary medium was Archbishop John MacHale (1789–1881). 
He promoted the use of Irish in the schools and churches of his diocese and tried to 
provide modern reading material in the language. Furthermore, MacHale encouraged 
many people to fight for the cause, including An tAthair Peadar Ua Laoghaire (1839–
1920), one of the founders of modern literature in Irish, and Canon Ulick Bourke (1829–
1887), one of the founders of the Gaelic Union, also known as the Father of the Irish 
Language Movement and a pioneer of Gaelic journalism. Bourke’s Easy Lessons or Self-
Instruction in Irish were vital for promoting the language. They were serialized in The 
Nation from 1858 to 1862 and published separately in 1863 (O’Leary 3–5). Through his 
lessons, they were able to reach a broader readership and encourage the use of Irish 
even more. 
 
The Society for the Preservation of the Irish Language (SPIL) or Cumann Buan-
Choimeádta na Gaeilge was founded in 1876 by Douglas Hyde (1938–1945) and George 
Noble Plunkett (1851–1948). Promoting the Irish language and literature as their primary 
objective, SPIL championed the creation of original or translated modern literature in the 
Irish language, while publishing a journal partly in Irish. They paved the way with 
modernized versions of such old folktales as “Tóruigheacht Dhiarmada agus Ghráinne” 
(“The Pursuit of Diarmaid and Gráinne”), and “Oidheadh Chlainne Lir” (“The Death of the 
Children of Lir”). The first modern magazine in Irish was not published until after activist 
members of the organisation, including Canon Bourke, Thomas O’Neill Russell, Douglas 
Hyde, and David Comyn, decided to leave the Society in order to found the Gaelic Union 
(Aondacht na Gaedhilge) in 1878 (O’Leary 7). Such an organisation was fundamental for 
the Gaelic Revival as it was one of the early ones whose aim was not just to preserve 
the language but reinforce its use on the island. Moreover, it enabled the establishment 
of Irish periodicals discussed in the following section. 
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PERIODICALS IN THE IRISH LANGUAGE 
The first publication dedicated to the modern Irish language was published in New York 
in 1881 by Michael Logan who was believed to be one of MacHale’s students before 
emigrating to the US. An Gaodhal (The Gael) was “a [bilingual] monthly journal devoted 
to the Preservation and Cultivation of the Irish Language and the Autonomy of the Irish 
Nation” (O’Leary 7). Even though Michael Logan’s contribution was noteworthy, it was 
necessary for the Gaelic Revival to have a publication in their own country. In 1882, 
Irisleabhar na Gaedhilge/The Gaelic Journal under the Comyn’s editorship was 
established. Like its predecessor, Irisleabhar was a monthly bilingual periodical, though  
it proved to be more academic than An Gaodhal since it published a variety of texts, 
including folktales, historical research, original fiction, drama, and poetry, as well as 
articles on academic and controversial matters concerning the language situation. Apart 
from that it became a platform for Gaelic poets and writers to showcase their writing. Due 
to both journals being published on a regular basis, Gaelic journalism had at that point 
built a loyal readership eager for the Gaelic written word. With the establishment of the 
Gaelic League, there was “a demand for a bilingual newspaper more accessible in focus 
(and price) than the Irisleabhar” (O’Leary 8). The first of its kind was Bernard Doyle’s 
Fáinne an Lae (The Dawning of the Day) and later the Gaelic League’s very own official 
newspaper An Claidheamh Soluis (The Sword of Light) with Eoin MacNeill (1867–1945) 
as its editor. An Claidheamh Soluis frequently published literary contributions by aspiring 
Gaelic authors, including Pádraic Ó Conaire. After his first short story, “The Fisherman 
and the Poet,” was published in 1901, the newspaper regularly featured his short stories, 
which contributed to his popularity. Having taken over Irisleabhar and Fáinne an Lae a 
year prior, An Claidheamh Soluis became the ultimate vehicle for the Gaelic League 
propaganda (O’Leary, 7–8).  
The Irish nationalist newspapers played a significant role in the Gaelic Revival. Not only 
did they promote the use of the Irish language, they contributed to its reinforcement as 
the written language. By publishing such promising Gaelic authors as Ó Conaire, they 
championed the creation of new authentic Gaelic literature.  
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CHALLENGES 
CHOICE OF LANGUAGE 
Despite the growing success journalism and literature in the Irish language, the 
revivalists soon faced a significant challenge. As O’Leary points out, “[a] literature 
suppressed and largely oral for two centuries could not simply be resumed by an act of 
patriotic will” (9). While the revivalists agreed that tradition needed to be restored, they 
failed to reach a consensus on how to achieve that.  
The main question was whether the new literature should accept the disruption and build 
upon the spoken language as it had developed in the two centuries or refuse it and re-
establish Geoffrey Keating’s (Seathrún Céitinn) 17th-century Irish as the basis of the new 
writing. The supporters of the Céitinn Irish believed that starting over from “debased 
peasant dialects” would be a regression, due to the fact that the 19th-century literary Irish 
was still in its early stages and consequently not as sophisticated as the Céitinn Irish 
(O’Leary 9). In spite of that, the more significant Gaelic scholars and writers, including Ó 
Conaire, championed the contemporary spoken language, called “the speech of the 
people” (cainnt na ndaoine). As the name suggests, cainnt na ndaoine was rooted in the 
vernacular speech of the 19th-century rural Ireland, encompassing colloquialisms, 
Anglicisms, incorrect words, and neologisms, which was perceived as foreign 
contamination of the true Irish tradition by the proponents of Céitinn Irish (O’Leary 46). 
Despite their objections, cainnt na ndaoine positioned itself as the primary language of 
Gaelic periodicals, including Irisleabhar, making it more accessible to the growing 
readership across Ireland. Moreover, it was the language of Douglas Hyde’s Gaelic 
originals and bilingual folk collections which later on profoundly influenced the writings of 
prominent authors of the Irish revival who had some knowledge of Irish, e.g., Yeats, Lady 
Gregory and especially Synge (O’Leary 11). His distinctive language, deeply rooted in 
the speech of the people, became one of his most extraordinary features. Synge’s writing 
style will be additionally discussed in Chapter 5.  
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STANDARDISATION 
Although the remarkable diversity of cainnt na ndaoine is one of its most appealing 
qualities, it also presented a significant problem when trying to establish an authentic 
national language. Those against it speculated that “Irish might degenerate into a variety 
of increasingly distinct patois, each with its own literary proponents and masters” 
(O’Leary 12). Due to no standardisation throughout centuries, the Irish language divided 
into three major dialects in Connacht, Munster, and Ulster, each split further into many 
local variants. Their situation is rather similar to the one in Slovenia, where the native 
language divided into seven dialect groups with more than 48 regional varieties. In 
Ireland, the division was especially challenging at the beginning of the movement, as 
authors’ pride required each contribution to be labelled according to the province, country 
or even town of origin, escalating in the creation of many separate regional publications 
that began to compete with one another to establish their alternative of Irish as the 
predominant variant for the entire country (O’Leary 12).  
Furthermore, the authors had to face the problem of “authorial intention and audience,” 
which meant many enthusiastic authors were publishing on a regular basis but there 
were not enough readers (O’Leary 12). The authors aspired to elevate their national 
literature by creating works in genres that it lacked without considering the readers’ ability 
or interest. Since the vast majority of the rural population was uneducated, there was 
less demand for complex and sophisticated literature. O’Leary illustrates the contrast by 
highlighting the difference in sales: pamphlets with simple folktales sold more than 4,000 
copies, whereas an academic collection of folk material only around 40 (13). The 
revivalists seemed to be caught in a dilemma whether they should create literature that 
would elevate the Irish culture or stay on a level comprehensible to the majority of their 
readership. 
IDEOLOGY BATTLE 
The aforementioned battle between the speech of the people and the classical Irish of 
the 17th century is also reflected in the battle between the two ideologies that had 
emerged within the Gaelic movement. For the purpose of distinction, O’Leary names 
them ‘nativism’ and ‘progressivism’. It has to be pointed out that these ideologies indicate 
authors’ general tendency, which is by no means deterministic. O’Leary illustrates the 
main ideological difference between nativism and progressivism with Pádraic Ó 
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Conaire’s wall metaphor. Ó Conaire’s wish to build a wall of Irish words around Ireland 
to protect it from the outside world represents progressives’ temporary solution which 
would enable the Irish language to recuperate without English interference before it 
would “resume[ ] an active role in contemporary European civilisation,” whereas the 
nativists understood it as a permanent barrier to keep Ireland safe from other 
questionable influences from the outside world (19). The nativists’ stance was more 
suitable for the preservation of the language and culture the way they were. On the other 
hand, progressives aimed for improvement, which could not be achieved without 
reaching beyond the borders of their homeland. In order to create quality national 
literature that could measure up to the international models of writing, the Irish needed 
to learn from other successful European writers. 
The nativists’ were strongly influenced by essentialism and predeterminism, believing 
that all the answers needed to be sought in the tradition of real or imagined past; they 
merely “had to be rediscovered and properly understood in the light of the existing Gaelic 
tradition” (O’Leary 15). The West, where Irish was still spoken by the majority, was seen 
as the most authentic; therefore, it was the ultimate treasure trove of the orthodox 
Gaelachas. Their opposition of contemporary values was most common with clerical 
revivalists at the beginning of the century, seeing any English influence a threat to their 
pure faith, language, and culture. For nativists, the primary purpose of the Irish language 
was to “nurture and protect what they perceived as indigenous Irish values against the 
threats of foreign, particularly English, contamination” (O’Leary 20). Therefore, their 
hostility to the contemporary cainnt na ndaoine should not come as a surprise. In the 
period leading up to the establishment of Saorstát Éireann (the Irish Free State), they 
were the most passionate advocates for sectarianism and censorship that progressive 
writers, with Ó Conaire at the forefront, perceived as an oppression of cosmopolitan 
contemporary Ireland (O’Leary 51). 
Contrary to nativists’ vision of contemporary Ireland, progressive writers acknowledged 
“the reality of cultural discontinuity and believed that the emergent Gaelic nation would 
have to literally move forward, advancing both toward the future and toward the wider 
world from which it had so long been artificially isolated by British colonialism” (O’Leary 
16). Authors were encouraged to pursue their interest in the literature of other cultures 
such as French and Scandinavian in order to learn from them. They attempted to elevate 
the existing literature, which was stuck in the mythical past of saints, heroes, and 
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scholars. By combining the new knowledge with the elements of their own tradition, 
writers such as Ó Conaire aspired to create national literature that could match European 
literature of that time. Although their literary tradition was based on the language of Irish-
speaking peasantry, the writers aimed to transcend their beliefs. As a result, 
cosmopolitanism was seen as a merit and not a threat; therefore, progressives were 
always open to the wider world (O’Leary 46–55). An Claidheamh Soluis under the 
editorship of Patrick Pearse encouraged Gaelic writers to “confront the new century and 
to lead Ireland out of the Anglicized backwaters and into the European mainstream” 
(O’Leary 31). The progressives strived to challenge the provincial mentality brought upon 
by the Anglicisation, which set them apart from their nativist counterparts.  
Regardless of progressivists’ attempts to surpass that narrow mindset, nativists were 
somewhat successful at imposing their claustrophobic vision of Irishness on the entire 
Gaelic revival (O’Leary 31). As a result, their Anglo-Irish contemporaries, who could not 
be bothered to look past the stereotype, mocked Gaelic revivalists. By portraying them 
as narrow-minded provincialists, they cast an unjust image on the whole Gaelic 
movement. The movement was under constant criticism and ridicule by the leading 
authors of the Irish Revival. According to O’Leary, Yeats criticized their ignorance, and 
Joyce condemned their conscious narrow-mindedness, although, no one was as harsh 
and misguided as Synge, who accused them of being afraid to be European as they 
might be mistaken for English, presenting them as insular and archaic (O’Leary 49–50). 
His antagonistic disposition might also originate from the resentment over The Playboy 
riots, i.e., the outrage following the first production of Synge’s The Playboy of the Western 
World. Throughout the period, Synge’s distorted view of the Gaelic revival was constantly 
challenged by Patrick Pearse and Pádraic Ó Conaire, the most distinguished 
progressives of the Gaelic movement.  
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THE GAELIC LEAGUE / CONRADH NA GAEILGE 
The post-Famine period saw a rise of various antiquarian societies dedicated to the 
distinct quality of the Gaelic culture, including the Archeological Society (1840) and the 
Celtic Society (1845), but as Kiberd emphasises, “none of them was committed to the 
preservation or revival of the Irish language,” as they predominantly focused on 
collecting, studying and translating various manuscripts (Kiberd 1996, 133). In 1880, the 
more active members left SPIL to found a new society, the Gaelic Union. As already 
discussed, the Union was responsible for the publication of Irisleabhar na Gaedhilge, the 
most vital bilingual journal dedicated to Irish language and literature, giving the Irish 
people access to new original prose as well as news about Gaelic movements in Ireland 
and abroad (Donnelly et al. 264). 
In 1892, Douglas Hyde, a prolific scholar and later the first president of independent 
Ireland, delivered a speech titled “The Necessity for De-Anglicising Ireland” before the 
Irish National Literary Society in Dublin, condemning the rejection of the native Gaelic 
language and subsequent regression of culture prompted by the ongoing Anglicisation. 
The Irish found themselves trapped in what he called a “half-way house” by hating the 
colonizers and imitating them at the same time. Seeing this contradiction as detrimental 
to the creation of quality literature, Hyde urged his fellow Irishmen to join them in the 
battle for de-anglicising their homeland and reclaim their Celtic culture once more. He 
believed that just when the Irish “should be starting to build up anew the Irish race and 
the Gaelic nation” after the difficulties they had to go through in the last century, they 
found themselves “despoiled of the bricks of nationality” (Donnelly et al. 926–927). It was 
not unusual for the Irish to gradually forsake their Gaelic identity, starting with 
“translat[ing] their euphonious Irish names into English monosyllables” to blend in with 
the rest (Donnelly et al. 926). To this day, Hyde’s famous address is regarded as “a 
classic pronouncement of the Gaelic Revival” (Donnelly et al. 927).  Hyde’s mission was 
to “found Irish pride on something more positive and lasting than mere hatred of 
England,” which suggests that before the Gaelic revival, nationalists primarily focused on 
what they stood against and not on what they stood for (Kiberd 1996, 141). His dedication 
insomuch inspired Eoin MacNéill that in 1893 he founded the most vital organisation of 
the Gaelic movement, the Gaelic League. MacNéill’s campaign for spoken Irish intrigued 
many younger revivalists who believed that the preceding organisations “lacked the 
dynamism necessary to safeguard Gaelic as a living language” (Donnelly et al. 927). 
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Compared to earlier organisations, which were antiquarian in scope, the League took a 
more active approach to re-establishment of the language. 
Initially based in Dublin, the League opened many craobhacha (branches) across 
Ireland. The interest was monumental. By 1898, the number of branches reached 80, 
rising to more than 600 on the island and several hundred abroad by 1906. The League 
had at least one branch in every county, but there were many more branches in counties 
with predominantly Gaelic-speaking inhabitants, as well as in large cities such as Dublin, 
Belfast, Cork, and Galway. The members participated in numerous social and intellectual 
activities. The most common were Sunday meetings dedicated to discussions on various 
historical and contemporary matters. Members were also encouraged to take part in 
courses in the Irish language, history, dancing or singing (Donnelly et al. 268–269). Often 
the lecturers came from the most esteemed circles of Gaelic revivalists, including Patrick 
Pearse, Father Patrick Dinneen, William P. Ryan, Arthur Griffith, and Pádraic Ó Conaire 
(O’Leary 167). Whereas in the beginning the great majority of the Irish speakers in the 
rural areas were illiterate, much improved quickly. Within a year, thousands of people 
registered for language courses and an amazing 50,000 textbooks were sold. 
Throughout the years, however, it became apparent that despite extensive efforts, the 
Irish of an average student was limited to a few basic expressions. The League was 
nevertheless paramount in incorporating Irish classes in schools. By 1906, Irish became 
a subject and the language of instruction in Gaeltacht schools and had become obligatory 
for matriculation at the National University of Ireland (Dublin, Cork, Galway) by 1909 
(Kiberd 1996, 145–149). Regardless of the initial enthusiasm, the unfortunate outcome 
attests to the insufficient teaching methods or the lack of effort to use the language in 
everyday life, which corresponds with the current situation as well.  
In 1897, the League established Oireachtas, an annual cultural festival featuring 
competitions in storytelling, oratory, poetry, prose, singing, and dancing. Literary 
competitions proved to be a success since many prospective young authors applied. In 
order to share their submissions with a wide readership, the League started to publish 
original creative work and educational booklets, e.g., Father Eugene O’Growney’s 
Simple Lessons in Irish or the League’s numerous propaganda pamphlets in English. 
Many prominent Gaelic revivalists published their early works under the Gaelic League 
or gained recognition as winners of those competitions, including Pádraic Ó Conaire. 
Due to the success of emerging literature in Irish, the revivalists established their own 
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press, An Cló Chumann, in order to meet the growing demand of the public (O’Leary 8). 
As An Claidheamh Soluis wrote 
the national language movement has taken a firm grip on national public opinion 
[and] that a living literature in the Irish language has again become not merely a 
possibility, but a reality – that in a song, in speech and in writing, the national 
tongue has once more asserted itself a power and a growing power in the land. 
(The Oireachtas, 184) 
Hyde as the president insisted on keeping the Gaelic League “nonpolitical and 
nonsectarian in order to overcome the political and social divisions of the Home rule era” 
(Donnelly, et al. 269). In the beginning, such a principle ensured the wide support of the 
League, which proved to be dangerous in the long run. The League was prone to decline 
or takeover by other ideologies, which finally occurred in 1915. The Irish Republican 
Brotherhood seized the League and forced Hyde to resign as president. As a result, the 
League became vital in the republicans’ struggle for independent Ireland after the Rising.  
Even though the Gaelic League was unsuccessful in reaching their principal aim to 
establish Irish as the everyday means of communication, its contribution to raising 
awareness of the Irish language and culture together with inspiring modern Irish literature 
remains invaluable and unparalleled. Many Gaelic authors thrived under the wing of the 
Gaelic League and Pádraic Ó Conaire was one of the best. His life and work will be 
discussed in the next chapter. 
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3 PÁDRAIC Ó CONAIRE 
BIOGRAPHY 
Ó Conaire was born in Galway in March 1883. When he was twelve, both parents passed 
away, and he had to move with his relatives to Ros Muc in the heart of Connemara 
Gaeltacht. Even though his parents spoke Irish, he was raised speaking English. In Ros 
Muc he became profoundly absorbed in the Irish language and literature, which highly 
influenced his writing career. Even though he attended a Catholic boarding school, he 
did not consider himself particularly religious. 
After graduation, he secured a position in the British Civil Service, prompting his move to 
London. There he was introduced to many prominent political and cultural figures of the 
Gaelic movement and became deeply involved with the London branch of the Gaelic 
League, “where his burgeoning literary talent was stimulated and encouraged” (Mac Eoin 
5). Upon meeting other aspiring authors, such as Liam P. Ó Riain and poet Tomás Ó 
Buí, he developed an interest in continental literature, which significantly affected his 
work. He frequently took part in Oireachtas literary competitions and won six major 
literary prizes between 1904 and 1913, earning recognition and acclaim in the Gaelic 
circles. As a member of the first battalion of the Irish volunteers in London, he went back 
to Ireland in 1915 to participate in the battle for Irish independence under the command 
of his fellow Gaelic Leaguer, Michael Collins, losing his position at the Civil Service in the 
process (Mac Eoin 5). These facts are significant because they show us that the political 
and social situation in Ireland had a profound influence on Ó Conaire’s literary work. 
 Ó Conaire managed to make a living as a journalist, creator of schoolbooks, and a part-
time teacher of Irish. Nonetheless, his decision to pursue a literary career exclusively in 
the Irish language, along with his fondness of alcohol, was not profitable. As a result, Ó 
Conaire was forced to live his final years as a poor vagrant in the Galway and Wicklow 
regions. He left behind a prolific oeuvre composed of more than 400 short stories, which 
are his crowning achievement, four dramas, a novel, and more than 200 journalistic 
essays on topics ranging from European literary trends to the social circumstances of the 
Irish in exile (Owens 309). 
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INFLUENCES 
In keeping with their conviction to look past the national barrier for great models of writing, 
the interest in the literature of Russia, Scandinavia, and France was shared by Gaelic 
progressives, and Ó Conaire was no exception. His short stories frequently exhibit the 
qualities of contemporary literary currents that were present at that time. This section 
briefly examines his connection to other European authors.   
When discussing such Russian realists as Alexander Pushkin, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, and 
Leo Tolstoy, both Ó Conaire and Pearse concluded that studying their work would be 
incredibly beneficial for Irish authors. Inspired by their short fiction, Pearse saw the future 
of Irish literature in short stories, pronouncing the death of a traditional novel, which was 
the leading literary form at that time. To no surprise, short fiction became Ó Conaire’s 
and Pearse’s predominant literary genre (O’Leary 82). The features of Russian realism 
are particularly apparent in Ó Conaire’s treatment of social issues and his portrayal of 
marginalized characters. 1 
Although Ó Conaire was primarily influenced by social realists, he was inspired by other 
European authors as well. The Scandinavian literary revival that made Ibsen a worldwide 
name proved to be an immense source of inspiration as well. Once again, Pearse and Ó 
Conaire encouraged their fellow revivalists to read their work. Ó Conaire was impressed 
that such a small country was capable of such progressive thought (O’Leary 83). Indeed, 
Ibsen’s approach to theatre was radical at that time. His preoccupation with 
contemporary social issues of ordinary people found its way into Ó Conaire’s work as 
well. Furthermore, Ó Conaire was also an avid reader of French literature, especially of 
Émile Zola and Anatole France. The influence of Zola’s Naturalism is exhibited in Ó 
Conaire’s exploration of environmental and hereditary influences on the formation of a 
person’s character.  
In their battle for the dominance in Irish literary and cultural sphere, many conservative 
Gaelic revivalists were quick to dismiss the influence of English writers. Since Ó Conaire 
spent a significant part of his life in London, he was able to develop a more rational 
standpoint towards English literature. He praised its rich past, seeing it as a source of 
inspiration; however, he was convinced that it had reached its pinnacle in the Elizabethan 
                                                          
1 Concrete instances of Social Realism in his work are discussed in Chapter 6. 
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era and had been drastically stagnating ever since. He criticized contemporary English 
authors, with the exception of Thomas Hardy, George Meredith, Joseph Conrad, and 
John Galsworthy, for “lack[ing] the nerve to challenge the mercenary values of their 
society” (O’Leary 67). Ó Conaire, on the other hand, did not hesitate to criticise the 
suffocating constraints of the contemporary society. Instead of portraying the idealised 
version of such a society, he preferred to focus on the harsh reality of rural life.  
There is no doubt that Ó Conaire was a champion of literary internationalism. As an avid 
reader of contemporary European literature, he adopted this point of view early in his 
career. The influence of the European thought can be observed in his fiction work as well 
as his critical essays. It was in him that Pearse found a “leading ally in the campaign to 
create a twentieth-century literature in Irish” (O’Leary 75). Together they urged their 
fellow writers to study their European contemporaries and learn from them in order to 
improve the quality of Irish national literature.  
VISION 
PASTORAL REALITY 
Contrary to the Anglo-Irish and nativist tendency to glorify the mythicized rural past, Ó 
Conaire preferred to focus on unveiling the unspoken truth of Irish pastorality. His fiction 
frequently featured rural life, where Gaeltacht was not a romanticized “pastoral Gaelic 
utopia where one could escape the malaise of city life,” but a real place where virtue 
meets vice. O’Leary highlights that none of his urban exiles move to the city of their own 
volition, but are all “driven there by some radical deficiency in their home environment” 
(130). For instance, Nora of “Nóra Mharcuis Bhig” was trying to escape the 
embarrassment she felt after being deceived by her beloved, whereas Exile’s Micil left in 
order to earn enough money to be worthy of his fiancée.  
Ó Conaire’s sincere portrayal of Gaeltacht as penury-stricken and riddled with depravity, 
struggle, and injustice, traits usually associated with urban life, was rare among his fellow 
revivalists, which is why he often found himself under the scrutiny of his more 
conservative contemporaries (O’Leary 130–131). It is precisely for this reason that Ó 
Conaire continued to challenge what he called false Gaelicism in order to sever the ties 
with the antiquated perception of Ireland, yielding new literature worthy of international 
acclaim. A tragic depiction of poverty in rural Ireland can be found in “Paidin Mhaire,” a 
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short story about a fisherman who needed to abandon his true calling for doing public 
works in order to “support his parents who were no longer robust,” which has disastrous 
consequences in the end (Ó Conaire, Pádraic Ó Conaire 66). His negative disposition 
towards materialism is also revealed in his treatment of arranged marriages, which are 
explored in several of his works, including “The Woman in Torment.”  
URBAN ALIENATION 
Though he was an undisputed master of depicting the woes and joys of rural life, Ó 
Conaire established himself as a pioneer of portraying authentic urban life in the Irish 
language. In his writing, he frequently dealt with the topic of Irish emigration. Having 
experienced it himself when he moved to London, he was able to provide a unique insight 
into the lives of Irish emigrants living abroad. 
Ó Conaire was especially keen to explore the repercussions of city life on the people 
coming from the countryside, as seen in “Nóra Mharcuis Bhig” and Exile. In most cases, 
the cities, London in particular, are depicted as a hostile environment where his 
characters are forced to sacrifice their honour to survive. In the process, they frequently 
fall victim to a devastating feeling of alienation, which is especially the case for his 
Gaeltacht exiles. Many of them are trying to get away from the poverty and limits of 
countryside, but to no avail, as they end up “trapped anew in the specious freedom of 
urban indifference,” which Ó Conaire cleverly emphasises through characters’ names 
(O’Leary 425). Usually his urban characters are nameless or have descriptive 
nicknames, e.g., “The Big Man” (An Fear Mór), “The Red-haired Woman” (An Bhea 
Ruadh), “The Fat Woman” (An Bhean Ramhar), etc. On the other hand, his rural 
characters’ names, such as Nóra Mharcuis Bhig (Nora, daughter of Marcus), “identify not 
only the characters as individuals but also their roots and place in a wider community” 
(O’Leary 425). Belonging to a community is extremely important for Ó Conaire’s exiles, 
but it turns out such a community is impossible in the urban environment, leaving his 
characters unable to develop any sense of belonging.  
Experiencing emigration himself enabled Ó Conaire to have first-hand knowledge of the 
struggles in a foreign country. He could see how exiles started to lose their sense of self 
after spending too much time in the city. This made him see the city through the eyes of 
an outsider, which became a recurring and crucial element of his work.  
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WINDOWS  
Ó Conaire is renowned for his portrayal of his characters’ loneliness among people One 
of his main techniques to achieve this was with the symbolic use of windows. The motif 
frequently appears in his urban and rural pieces, e.g., Exile, “Nell,” “Nóra Mharcuis Bhig,” 
“The Woman on Whom God Laid His Hand.” As O’Leary observes, windows allow an 
artificial connection between the protagonist and the outside world and obstruct any 
actual communication at the same time. His characters are often depicted sitting by the 
window of tiny, cell-like rooms staring “at a world from which they are cut off yet in which 
they long to share” (O’ Leary 426). Observing life on the other side gives them a brief 
sense of belonging, overridden by immense loneliness when realising, they are not a part 
of it.  
For example, when Nora in “Nóra Mharcuis Bhig” moves to London to escape her past 
and make a better life for herself, she finds herself extremely homesick and lonelier than 
ever. She observes the passersby through her window, and when her loneliness 
becomes too much to bear, she goes out onto the street to be among people, only to 
realise it does not bring her the reassurance she hoped for: 
Why had I the misfortune more than anyone else?” she would say. But that was 
too insoluble a question, and when she couldn’t find an answer she’d go out onto 
the street; . . . But the same thoughts pressed down on her in the street among 
people, just like in the house. (Ó Conaire, Pádraic Ó Conaire 159) 
The same applies to Micil Ó Maolain, the protagonist of Exile, whose loneliness was 
intensified by his paranoia inflicted by disfigurement: 
But even though the crowd in the house was huge, I was lonely there. Lonelier, in 
a way, among the large crowd, than in my own little room in the old place. . . I 
used to sit by the window, looking out at the street and at the people passing by; 
. . . Then the loneliness and sadness would get such a grip on my heart that I 
would have to get up and join the company. But I felt so depressed and unhappy 
that I used to think they were all laughing at me, that they disliked, even hated me. 
(Ó Conaire, Exile 17) 
The window imagery is by far the most pronounced in “Nell.” The protagonist spends 
every night for nineteen years looking through the window of her shop into the window 
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of Brigid Ruane, the woman who “stole” her fiancé, observing the life she longed to have 
while plotting her revenge; “She had to crush the enemy she had encountered while 
sitting by the window” (Ó Conaire, Pádraic Ó Conaire 174). Almost her entire interaction 
with the rest of the world is through her window as she has these constant one-sided 
conversations, losing “her sense of reality as well as all possibility of genuine 
communication, much less human sympathy” in the process (O’Leary, 426). Even when 
she successfully carries out her revenge and ruins Brigid’s only son by driving him to 
drink, she remains incapable of leaving that window. 
 
CRITICAL RECEPTION 
In 1903, the editor of An Claidheamh Soluis, Patrick Pearse, urged for contemporary 
literature in the Irish language. He spoke against simplistic reproductions of peasant life 
in favour of literature based on European literary currents focusing on social realities of 
contemporary Irish life caused by colonialism. Ó Conaire was the first one to incorporate 
such issues in fiction. His original and fresh approach earned him a widespread 
recognition early on, resulting in several literary prizes and the incorporation of Exile and 
his short stories into school and university curricula.  
Nonetheless, Ó Conaire’s writing was seen as too controversial by his more conservative 
peers, most notably An tAthair Peadar Ua Laoghaire, who considered him immoral and 
irreligious (Owens, 311). In 1917, even though the president of the Gaelic League himself 
publicly supported and defended Ó Conaire’s work, Ua Laoghaire spearheaded a 
vigorous and effective campaign to have Ó Conaire’s work, including the 1906 story 
collection Nora Mharcuis Bhig and the 1910 novel Exile, excluded from the syllabus of 
the National University for being too sensual and perverse. Exile was replaced with Ua 
Laoghaire’s novel Séadna, which traditionalists deemed more appropriate than Exile 
(O’Leary 35).  
When William P. Ryan showed Ó Conaire’s collection Nóra Mharcais Bhig to an 
important judge, he could not hide his displeasure. He even pronounced the book an 
insult to the country and advised Ó Conaire to burn it and create something more 
pleasant instead. His reaction gives us an “insight into the sort of courage [Ó Conaire’s] 
artistic integrity demanded” (O’Leary 131). Other than negative criticism from nativists, 
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Exile was well-received and praised for its honest depiction of Irish immigrants in London. 
In 1918, he published Seacht mBua an Éirí Amach / Seven Virtues of the Rising, a 
collection of short stories portraying the lives of ordinary people affected by the 1916 
Easter Rising, which “consolidated his position as the preeminent writer in modern Irish 
and the only one of international stature” (Owens, 311).  
His courageous and unique approach to the realities of Irish urban life inspired many Irish 
and English authors, such as Seán O’Casey (1880–1964), Seosamh Mac Grianna 
(1900–1990), Máirtín Ó Cadhain (1906–1970), Liam O’Flaherty (1896–1984), and Austin 
Clarke (1896–1974). 
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4 THE IRISH LITERARY REVIVAL 
Following the tumultuous events described in Chapter 1, Ireland had found itself amidst 
cultural crisis threatening to obliterate its national identity. Ireland’s negative portrayal in 
the media by the English and the ongoing Anglicisation reached the peak in the 1880s 
(Trotter 88). Around the time of Parnellites’ unsuccessful attempt to realise the Home 
Rule Bill, John O’Leary, the leading Fenian, returned to Ireland following five years of 
incarceration and fifteen of exile for his involvement with the Irish Republican 
Brotherhood. Acting as a mentor to many bright young minds of the period, including W. 
B. Yeats, Maud Gonne, and T. W. Rolleston, O’Leary was responsible for igniting their 
interest in Irish nationalism (Donnelly et al. 388). Eager to free themselves of what they 
felt was the three hundred years of oppression, the Irish nationalists refused to concede, 
and a national cultural, artistic, and political awakening began to take place, which was 
instrumental in the formation of the independent nation in the 1920s. The Irish Literary 
Revival was spread between its two centres: Dublin and London. Regularly travelling 
between both locations, W. B. Yeats became an integral member of the movement. The 
chapter outlines the development of the Irish Literary Revival, particularly the Irish 
Literary Theatre, which led to the establishment of the National Theatre of Ireland. The 
Abbey Theatre was a stepping stone for Synge’s playwright career. In addition, the 
following sections examine the contribution of the most distinguished representatives of 
the Irish Literary Theatre, including W. B. Yeats, Lady Gregory, and J. M. Synge.  
W. B. YEATS  
Looking up to Wilde and Shaw, Yeats followed in their footsteps and moved to London 
in the early 1890s, in the hopes of making a name for himself as an aspiring Irish poet. 
There he devoted himself to the invention of a literary movement while having his poems 
published by prestigious publishing houses. At the time, Yeats was merely one out of 
numerous Irish exiles in London. He would regularly meet with kindred spirits, especially 
fellow authors and political activists such as Michael Collins, Desmond FitzGerald, 
William P. Ryan, and Pádraic Ó Conaire, with whom he shared, debated, and developed 
a vision of a new Ireland (Kiberd 1996, 99–100). Moreover, Kiberd believed that “it was 
the grand destiny of Yeats’ generation to make Ireland once again interesting to the Irish, 
after centuries of enforced provincialism following the collapse of the Gaelic order in 
1601” (3). It seems that no other generation devoted itself so vigorously to the re-
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establishment of Irish national identity. As a result, several societies celebrating their 
vision were established, among them the Gaelic Athletic Association (1884), the Irish 
Literary Society (1891) and the Gaelic League (1893). Since London was a meeting point 
for various Irish expats, it was not long before the city became “the crucible in which the 
elements to make a modern Ireland were distilled” (Kiberd 1996, 99). Before anything 
was implemented in Ireland, it was discussed among fellow exiles in London. 
In order to create an authentic movement, however, it was necessary for Irish authors to 
return to the homeland and put their ideas into practice. Disappointed by London’s 
misrepresentation of the Celtic culture along with their vision of a new Anglicized Ireland, 
Yeats eventually returned to Dublin with an aim to re-establish it as the nucleus of 
authentic Irish culture. That said, in Ireland they were faced with yet another challenge: 
an absence of a national audience. At that point, the oral tradition thrived in the 
countryside due to a widespread illiteracy. As a result, the Irish were not the most 
enthusiastic readership; hence, the audience for more sophisticated writing was in 
England. The revivalists came to realize that before they could reinvent Ireland, they 
must first cultivate an Irish audience. Thus, publishing houses and national theatres 
needed to be established (Kiberd 1996, 99–100; 136).   
Yeats’ stylistic vision for the Irish national theatre derived from authors of the European 
symbolist movement, mainly Arthur Symons and André Antoine, but when it comes to 
the subject matter, i.e., ancient Irish myths and legends, he often collaborated with his 
friend and patron, Lady Augusta Gregory (Trotter, 89). 
 
LADY GREGORY 
Augusta Persse Gregory (1852–1932) was born into an extremely conservative 
Protestant Ascendancy family, which she managed to leave behind by marrying the 
much older Lord William Gregory, a landlord and former governor of Ceylon (i.e., Sri 
Lanka). This union was in certain aspects extremely advantageous as it allowed her to 
travel all over the world where she socialised with influential government officials, 
authors, and artists, at the same time sharpening the anti-imperialist political views that 
influenced her later literary career (Trotter 89). In Cairo, she became interested in the 
Egyptian home rule movement under the leadership of Arabi Bey, along with her husband 
William and her future lover, an English poet, Wilfrid Scawen Blunt. Her first published 
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piece, titled “Arabi and His Household,” describing the lives of Arabi’s wife and children, 
was featured in The London Times in 1882. The cause was unsuccessful, which made 
her eternally distrustful of politicians and their methods. Such an experience, 
nevertheless, had proven to be invaluable for Lady Gregory. Not only did it start her 
writing career, it also “opened her mind to the powers of cultural nationalism, which would 
blossom years later in her work for Ireland” (Kiberd 1996, 86). After her husband’s 
passing in 1892, Lady Gregory dedicated herself to her writing even more. Inspired by 
the Revival, she began to collect and translate stories from Irish-speaking peasants, 
while broadening her knowledge of the Irish language (Trotter 89).  
Her Galway estate became a hub of Irish literary and cultural activity where many 
influential artists and activists would gather regularly. Though she never really let go of 
her ascendancy roots, her support and collaboration in numerous cultural and political 
ventures resulted in her growing participation in the endeavour for an independent 
Ireland. Through Yeats, she was introduced to the power of theatre, which became her 
ultimate medium to explore her talent and passion for thriving Irish culture (Trotter 90). 
The collaboration between Gregory and Yeats proved to be immensely fruitful for the 
establishment of national literature, as will be made clear in the subsequent sections.  
Before turning properly to Synge, it is important to discuss the development of the literary 
movement he belonged to in order to fully comprehend his role in it. 
THE IRISH LITERARY THEATRE 
Lady Gregory befriended Yeats when he was staying at the neighbouring country estate 
owned by Edward Martyn (1859–1923). After realising they had plenty to gain from their 
collaboration in terms of knowledge and artistic influence, Yeats spend most of that 
summer – and many to come –  at Lady Gregory’s home. That summer Gregory and 
Yeats would regularly spend time with fellow theatre enthusiasts Edward Martyn and his 
cousin George Moore. They realised that the future of the Irish theatre lay in a “modernist 
theatre aesthetics in the service of cultural nationalism” and they embarked on a mission 
to establish an Irish Literary Theatre (Trotter 90). 
Primarily nationalist in ideology, their theatre was in its essence a theatre of elites, 
modelled upon independent theatre societies of London and Paris. Contrary to populist 
community productions endorsed by other nationalist groups, the Irish Literary Theatre 
was created “for the enjoyment of an intellectually discerning audience, in which the 
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authors would have the freedom to experiment without the pressures of box office 
receipts” (Trotter 90). When trying to gather £300 to fund their project, they compiled a 
public document, which was sent to many potential patrons. The letter became known 
as their manifesto: 
We propose to have performed […] Celtic and Irish plays, which whatever be their 
degree of excellence will be written with a high ambition, and so to build up a Celtic 
and Irish school of dramatic literature. We hope to find in Ireland an uncorrupted 
and imaginative audience trained to listen by its passion for oratory, and believe 
that our desire to bring upon the stage the deeper thoughts and emotions of 
Ireland will ensure for us a tolerant welcome, and that freedom to experiment 
which is not found in theatres of England, and without which no new movement in 
art or literature can succeed. We will show that Ireland is not the home of 
buffoonery and of easy sentiment, as it has been represented, but the home of an 
ancient idealism. We are confident of the support of all Irish people, who are weary 
of misrepresentation, in carrying out a work that is outside all the political 
questions that divide us. (Gregory, 8–9)  
As seen from the manifesto, cultural nationalism was an integral element of their 
movement.  Their aim was to create an authentic and innovative Irish drama that would 
recreate the Irish national identity and challenge the exaggerated representation of rural 
Irish characters as uncivilised drunkards and hooligans as seen on British stages. The 
key to that was the return to the mythopoetic romanticized version of pre-Christian Celtic 
past. As a result, the Irish Literary Theatre was committed to staging native plays with 
authentic Irish themes. Their insistence on avoiding potentially controversial political, 
religious and racial topics that might divide the already divided nation has proven to be a 
bit naive, especially if we consider Synge’s reputation after his first productions within the 
movement. Any good art is, to some extent, critical; therefore, to create quality art, it is 
impossible not to ruffle any feathers. In contrast to his contemporaries, Synge later 
refused to adhere to their idealised notion of Irish pastoral life and would often challenge 
it with his work. 
The founders of the Irish Literary Theatre were passionate about building up a Celtic and 
Irish school of dramatic literature, which not only underlines the founders’ preference of 
text over performance but also their disregard of two hundred years of Irish theatre. Their 
perception of their potential audience as uncorrupted proves their ignorance even more 
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since there were in fact many theatregoers in Ireland at that time (Trotter 91). The 
response to their venture was varied. In her piece Our Irish Theatre, Lady Gregory recalls 
how some people “gave [them] their promise with enthusiasm” and donated much more 
than the pound Gregory asked for, whereas some contributed “from good will only, 
without much faith that an Irish Theatre would ever come to success.” There were also 
some who did not want to be associated with this hopeless experiment at all (Gregory 
11–12). This shows us that establishing a national theatre at that time was a risky venture 
and not everyone was so eager to help them make their vision a reality. 
The great majority of supporters was nonetheless excited by the prospect of a new Irish 
theatre, regardless of its elitist nature. The enthusiasm was also a result of the status the 
founders already enjoyed in the literary circles, especially Yeats. As a result, sufficient 
funding was obtained, enabling them to make their vision a reality. Their first season had 
a rocky start, with Yeats’ The Countess Cathleen (1899) enraging many Irish Catholics 
since it was perceived as an elitist and anti-Catholic depiction of the Great Famine 
(Trotter 91). When the Countess volunteers to sell her soul to the devil in order to save 
her tenants from starving to death, it suggests that the soul of a landed Anglo-Irish 
aristocrat is worth more than the souls of her Catholic tenants, which was especially 
insulting to the Catholic members of the audience. Mercier saw this as particularly ironic 
since the founders emphasised their non-dividing ideology, and The Countess Cathleen 
was supposed to be Yeats’ gesture of reconciliation (165).  
Edward Martyn’s Ibsenesque play The Heather Field (1899), which was the second play 
in their first season, evoked a favourable response and so did the other two productions 
in the next season, i.e., Alice Milligan’s The Last Feast of the Fianna (1900), George 
Moore’s The Bending of the Bough (1900). However, after Moore and Yeats’ Diarmiud 
and Grania (1901) in the third and final season, it became apparent that though actors 
were incredibly accomplished, they were English and thus unable to pronounce the Irish 
names correctly. The situation was rectified with Douglas Hyde’s Casadh an tSúgáin, 
translated by Lady Gregory as The Twisting of the Rope, a one-act play written in Irish 
based on Antoine Ó Raifteiri (1779–1835), better known as Raftery, a famous, wandering 
Irish poet. It was the first play in Irish to be performed in any theatre. The leading part of 
Hanrahan was performed by Hyde, and other roles were played by the members of 
Keating Branch of the Gaelic League. Trotter notes that “this production captured the 
imagination and hearts of its Irish audience more than any of the other productions” (92). 
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The success of the play suggested that collaboration with Irish actors would be necessary 
when striving for an authentic Irish theatre. 
Despite the moderately successful three seasons, the founders ran out of funding and 
were forced to disband the Irish Literary Theatre. Whereas Moore and Martyn went to 
pursue different interests, Yeats and Gregory continued with their mission to create a 
more genuine national theatre. 
THE IRISH NATIONAL DRAMATIC COMPANY 
At the same time that the Irish Literary Theatre was attempting to revolutionize Irish 
theatre with English actors, there were numerous other nationalist societies, for instance, 
Daughters of Erin (Inghinidhe na hEireann), the Ormonde Dramatic Society, etc., 
regularly staging amateur theatre plays in their fight for Irish cultural independence. 
These societies were instrumental in cultivating a distinct Irish theatre aesthetic. 
Moreover, they launched careers of many notable authors and actors, including Alice 
Milligan (1865–1953), and Sarah Allgood (1879–1950), etc. (Trotter 93).  It was William 
G. Fay, however, who was vital for connecting the Irish Literary Theatre’s plays with other 
Irish nationalist groups.  
With vast experience in theatre as an actor and advance man, i.e., a person who travels 
in advance to handle publicity and makes other necessary arrangements before the 
performance, Fay was an avid participant in the Dublin amateur theatre scene and was 
responsible for the joint venture by the Daughters of Erin and his Ormonde Dramatic 
Society in the form of the Irish National Dramatic Company. Together with his brother 
Frank, who was an actor, elocution teacher, and a reviewer for the United Irishmen, they 
were against the exaggerated and melodramatic performing style popular on Irish stages. 
Instead, they praised the clear speaking and physical self-control characteristic for the 
method of a French actor, Constant Coquelin, a style that the later Abbey Theatre 
became known for. When Yeats saw them for the first time in 1901, he was convinced 
that “these were the actors necessary to make his vision for an Irish theatre a physical 
reality” (Trotter, 93). Not long after that, they entered into a very successful collaboration, 
when the Daughters of Erin sponsored a production of Yeats’ and Gregory’s new play 
Cathleen ni Houlihan (1903) and George Russell’s Deirdre (1902) performed by the Irish 
National Dramatic Company (Trotter, 93). 
 30 
 
Yeats’ and Gregory’s collaboration proved to be immensely successful, as Cathleen ni 
Houlihan was an absolute triumph in terms of critical response. They based the play on 
the Irish folk legend of the Shan Van Vocht, also known as the poor old woman. Shan 
Van Vocht urges the young Irishmen to take vengeance for the loss of her four green 
fields symbolising the four Irish provinces stolen by the English. The blood sacrifice of a 
young Irishman is needed to turn the old lady into a beautiful maiden again. The play is 
set on the evening of the battle of Kilalla during the Irish rebellion of 1798. A family is in 
the middle of preparations for the wedding of their son Michael when an older woman 
knocks on the door seeking shelter. It later turns out the woman is Cathleen ni Houlihan 
looking for another young man to help her reclaim the lost four green fields. Enthralled 
by her words, Michael follows the older woman, leaving his fiancée and his family behind. 
When Michael’s brother Patrick enters the house, he is asked if he has seen an older 
woman with his brother. It turns out Patrick did not see an old woman, but a beautiful 
young girl, signifying a renewal of the land brought upon by Michael’s sacrifice. Cathleen 
ni Houlihan has a strong patriotic note, which is why it was so well-received by the 
nationalist audience. It was seen as a “rallying cry for Irishmen and women to come to 
the aid of their nation” (Trotter 94). What made the premiere particularly significant was 
that the actors in the play were actual activists in the national movement. For instance, 
the part of Cathleen was performed by Maud Gonne (1866–1953), a famous actress, and 
ardent nationalist, and many audience members began to identify her personally with the 
character of Cathleen (Trotter 94). Following that success, the Irish National Dramatic 
Company would go on to form a permanent theatre society in 1902. The society was a 
stepping stone towards the foundation of the Abbey Theatre, which proved to be integral 
to Synge’s playwriting career. 
THE ABBEY THEATRE 
The Irish National Theatre Society (1902) included actors from W. G. Fay’s Irish National 
Dramatic Company, playwrights such as Yeats and Gregory along with nationalist 
leaders such as Arthur Griffith. All members had an equal say in administrative matters; 
however, it did not take long for Yeats, who was elected president, to assume control 
over the society. Following an investment in 1904 by Annie Horniman, the company was 
able to acquire a property in Dublin and turn it into the Abbey Theatre. Horniman was an 
English theatre patron who greatly appreciated and respected Yeats’ work. Having a 
permanent theatre company in the Irish capital was Yeats’ chance to create a renowned 
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Irish theatre while having more artistic freedom at the same time. Nevertheless, his vision 
was soon restricted by Horniman’s rigid demands, including her insistence upon high 
ticket prices to prevent people of lower classes from attending the events and her 
prohibiting of political topics. The latter was especially problematic to authors craving for 
artistic freedom, so they tended to partially or completely disregard it, which would cause 
many disagreements between Yeats, Gregory, and their benefactor. Merely half a year 
after the establishment of the Abbey Theatre, the constitution was altered to make it a 
limited liability company. Almost all artistic and administrative decisions were now made 
by the directors, i.e., Yeats, Gregory and a new addition to the Abbey directors, J. M. 
Synge. This change of authority was not received well by the majority of the actors, as 
they were excluded from any decision-making. As a result, many original actors 
abandoned the company to establish their own: the Theatre of Ireland / Cluithcheoiri na 
hEireann (Trotter 94).  
From that point forward, the Abbey Theatre was in full administrative control of Yeats and 
Gregory. Over the years, it would produce a significant number of new Irish dramatists. 
While the Abbey’s aesthetics slowly evolved into realism, it also became more and more 
distinct from Yeats’ heavily poetic and symbolic adaptations of classic Irish myths, though 
his plays were still performed at the Abbey. After Horniman’s financial aid ceased in 1910, 
the Abbey productions gradually became commercialized to attract more people, 
whereas Yeats moved on to more aristocratic theatre. Contrary to Yeats, Gregory 
continued to work as the Abbey’s director and dramatist until her illness-related 
retirement in 1929. As a writer, translator, and mentor to aspiring Irish playwrights, she 
had a significant impact on the future of modern Irish drama (Trotter 96–97). 
Without a doubt, the era spanning from the late 19th century to the early 20th century was 
a critical period for the development of the Irish theatre scene. Under the wing of Yeats 
and Lady Gregory, the Abbey Theatre, which officially became the National Theatre of 
the Irish Free State in the 1920s, blossomed into one of the pivotal companies of the 20th 
century. The Abbey gave rise to many distinguished Irish playwrights, including J. M. 
Synge, who is one of the most controversial authors to emerge from the movement. A 
decade before Pádraic Ó Conaire, Synge’s work continuously evoked a strong response 
from the Irish nation.  
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5 J. M. SYNGE 
BIOGRAPHY 
Edmund John Millington Synge was born in 1871 in Rathfarnham, a suburb of Dublin, 
into a Protestant ascendancy family. His father passed away only a year later, and he 
was raised by his anti-Catholic, pious mother, which deeply affected his negative 
disposition towards his mother’s religion. Already as a young boy, Synge exhibited a 
rebellious nature, as he engaged in studying nature and researching ancient Celtic 
artefacts. His interest in nature prompted him to study Darwin, which made him question 
everything he was raised to believe. Another event that transformed Synge for life was 
when his older brother Edward, who acted as a land agent for their aunt’s estate in 
County Wicklow, brutally evicted a peasant farmer and his sisters in 1885. The fourteen-
year-old Synge was appalled by his brother’s behaviour. Unable to share his family’s 
values without troubling his conscience, he turned his back on conventional Christianity 
by the age of eighteen (Kopper, 398–399). The events of his adolescence profoundly 
affected his future writing, as seen in his depiction of the morally corrupt priest in The 
Tinker’s Wedding and portrayal of difficult circumstances of living in rural Ireland in The 
Well of the Saints. 
Synge enrolled in Trinity College, where he mainly devoted himself to studying Irish and 
Hebrew. He was extremely disappointed by Trinity’s approach to teaching Irish as it was 
predominately linguistic, with the intention of converting Gaelic-speaking Irish Catholics 
in the west to Protestantism. Studying mythological Celtic past was discouraged, and the 
saga materials that were the foundation of the future Irish Literary Revival were deemed 
indecent and inappropriate for cultured literary tastes, but that did not deter Synge from 
reading them. While at Trinity, Synge also studied violin at the Royal Academy of Music. 
Following his dream to become a professional musician, he even moved to Koblenz, 
Germany to further his studies, before realising his true passion lay in literature (Kopper 
399–400). From an early age, Synge exhibited a rebellious attitude and an interest in 
social justice which later became integral to his work.  
Synge moved to Paris in 1895, where he studied languages at Sorbonne irregularly for 
seven years. A year later he met W. B. Yeats, with whom he shared his fear of losing the 
Irish he had learned at Trinity College (Kiberd 1979, 32). Yeats saw that Synge had found 
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himself at a crossroads as he was trying to decide between becoming a critic of French 
literature or dabbling in obscure poetry, despite having no particular enthusiasm for 
either. Yeats had just got back from the Aran Islands, and he suggested Synge spend 
some time there and “forge for himself a new destiny” (Kopper, 399). Eventually, Synge 
did travel to the Aran Islands where he reinvented himself as an author; nonetheless, it 
was only after he became engaged in the Celtic Revival during his studies of Celtic 
philology in France (Kiberd, Synge 36).  
In 1898, Synge visited the Aran Islands for the first time and made four more trips in four 
years. Kopper describes Synge’s first experience of the Aran Islands as a culture shock 
due to “[t]he Aran Islanders’ seamless blending of religious and pagan beliefs, of cruelty 
and kindness, [...] providing him with a permanent two-layer, noncyclopean view of 
existence that forever blurred simplistic distinctions between genres” (400). The Islands 
proved to be an invaluable source of material, as Synge used many of the stories and 
rumours he heard there in his plays. For instance, it was there he heard a story about a 
man who committed patricide and was declared innocent by the villagers (The Playboy 
of the Western World), a husband who feigned his own death to catch his unfaithful wife 
in the act (In the Shadow of the Glen), or a washed-up body identified by a specific item 
of clothing (Riders to the Sea) (Kopper, 400). Most importantly, the islanders’ language 
had a profound effect on his writing style. A keen learner of Irish, Synge took the 
opportunity to hone his Irish language skills there and use them to develop his dramatic 
language, for which he became so known and criticised. His writing style will be 
discussed further in the sections to come.  
In the Shadow of the Glen, which was Synge’s first play to be staged, was produced by 
the Irish National Theatre Society in 1903. A year later Synge joined Yeats and Gregory 
in their venture to establish authentic Irish national drama and was made a co-director of 
the Abbey Theatre. He quickly made a name for himself as a highly controversial 
playwright that continuously challenged the conservative views of the audience. Soon 
after the production of The Playboy of the Western World (1907), his health began to 
deteriorate. Two years later, Synge lost a long and difficult battle with Hodgkin’s 
lymphoma, leaving behind six masterful plays, a collection of chronicle entries of his life 
on the Aran Islands, many articles about rural Ireland, and above all a unique writing 
style that surpassed the linguistic and cultural barrier dividing the country.  
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INFLUENCES  
Compared to other playwrights of the Irish Revival, Synge showed the most interest in 
the development of modern European drama, which is very much apparent in his 
dramatic writing, especially in his treatment of Irish national identity. His views were 
heavily influenced by his cosmopolitan education, as it enabled him to take a step back 
and look at the situation in Ireland from a more objective, even critical point of view. As 
Levitas points out, “His image of Irishness was focused through a European lens” (77). 
In his pursuit of Irishness, he found it crucial to disregard the coloniser and look towards 
the continent. Being a part of Europe was an alternative to belonging to the British 
Empire. Such a perspective was not uncommon at that time. Many other small countries 
in search of their identity turned to Europe for inspiration, especially to France and Italy, 
as well as to countries that had successfully undergone national revival themselves, such 
as Norway. Synge, however, was less interested in the creation of a national identity 
established on a single shared religion, language, and set of values. He was more 
inclined to what Levitas calls “the culture of contestation” (78). It appears Synge did not 
adhere to the revivalists’ non-inclusive disposition as he saw the value in the clash of 
different identities and discourses that were present in Ireland. After all, he harnessed 
both modes of Irishness to create his complex writing style.   
What Levitas calls “the interplay between Synge’s European and Irish modes” started 
when teenage Synge got a hold of Darwin’s Origin of Species and became acquainted 
with his theory of evolution, which completely changed his previously creationist beliefs 
(78). He read the chapter on the similarities between a man’s hand and the bird’s or bat’s 
wings, which planted a seed of doubt about the existence of God in his young mind. As 
mentioned, his family was deeply rooted in the Protestant Ascendancy. So for a fourteen-
year-old boy to question the faith in which he was raised was staggering, and Synge was 
deeply troubled by it. He was afraid to become “one of the mythic villains that he had 
heard about only in whispers: an abominable heretic, or worse, an atheist” that his mother 
had often warned him about (Kopper 399). In an attempt to resolve his doubts, he read 
several books justifying his faith, and he desperately tried to convince himself that 
Darwin’s evidence was misleading, but it was pointless. He was by no means the only 
one affected by this revelation, as Levitas presents it as “one of the great shared shocks 
of nineteenth-century culture; and as such it opened the door to the wider world” (78). 
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Indeed, it prompted Synge to abandon his existing religious views of the world and seek 
answers abroad. 
Synge did indeed go to the wider world. During his studies in Germany he became 
acquainted with theatre. Regularly attending local plays, he was introduced to Goethe 
and Schiller, and above all, Ibsen, prompting his lifelong interest in theatre (Levitas 79). 
He discussed his view of Ibsen in the preface to The Playboy of the Western World, in 
which he criticizes him for his “joyless pallid words”, which could be attributed to the 
insufficient German translations (Synge, The Playboy, Preface). In spite of that, he 
deeply respected Ibsen’s contribution to theatre and his ability to create plays that were 
able to explore the public opinion on contemporary controversial topics, insomuch that 
he echoed them in his own work, particularly the position of an individual against the 
world as observed in many of their works, including Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People and 
Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World, as well as the fate of such strong female 
characters as Nora from A Doll’s House or Lona from The Pillars of Society compared to 
In the Shadow’s Nora or The Playboy’s Pegeen. From Ibsen, Synge learned that in order 
to constructively take on complicated subject matters, courage is necessary along with 
the adherence to a formal structure for the sake of efficiency. (Levitas 80). Since there 
are many parallels between the two authors, Synge’s public denial of Ibsen’s influence 
should not be taken particularly seriously. 
In his search for a positive counterbalance to his writing, Synge relocated to Paris, where 
he studied modern French literature as well as medieval literature. Apart from that, he 
engrossed himself in reading various Marxian and socialist compositions, as well as 
sociological studies of poverty by John Hobson to try to make sense of the Irish situation. 
He was a member of Maud Gonne’s group L’Association Irlandaise for several months 
before resigning due to a difference of opinion regarding the regeneration of Ireland. 
Synge did not want to engage in Gonne’s semi-military movement for independent 
Ireland. Eventually, Synge learned it was possible to merge the socialist impact with a 
joyous undertone he adopted from medieval literature with the use of comic tradition seen 
in the works of Rabelais, Molière, Voltaire and above all Anatole France without 
compromising his socially critical viewpoint (Levitas 83).  
When trying to incorporate a reflexive concern in his writing, Synge followed the example 
of the famous Belgian playwright and poet Maurice Maeterlinck (1862–1949) by 
abandoning the sublime mysticism in favour of the commonplace. Maeterlinck believed 
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that tragedy was by no means exclusively aristocratic or mythopoetic; on the contrary, it 
was very much present in the lives of ordinary people. Synge was eager to adopt this 
notion along with Maeterlinck’s concept of interior drama, which was “outwardly static, 
but inwardly and ominously turbulent” (Levitas 84). The elements of interior drama are 
best observed in Synge’s Riders to the Sea and The Well of the Saints. For instance, in 
The Riders, there is not much external action, since the characters mostly keep 
themselves occupied by doing minor tasks in the cottage while waiting for the news; 
however, the audience gets an insight into Maurya’s internal struggle when trying to come 
to terms with the tragedies. 
As we can see, Synge drew from a range of varied European authors. Although he 
criticized Ibsen’s work for being insipid, he appreciated his treatment of contemporary 
controversial topics. In order to add more liveliness to his plays, Synge leaned on the 
comic tradition of modern and medieval French authors. Furthermore, he was inspired 
by Maeterlinck’s static drama as well as his notion of tragedy that goes beyond the 
aristocratic and mythical.  By combining all those authors’ strengths, he created an 
intricate writing style that continues to amaze the reader.  
 
VISION 
PASTORAL PARODY 
For several years, Yeats considered Douglas Hyde “the scholar-in-waiting” to the Irish 
Literary Revival, but when Hyde became more involved with its Gaelic counterpart, Yeats’ 
attention turned to Synge (Kiberd 1979, 150). Yeats became one of Synge’s strongest 
advocates, helping him to develop as a writer and supporting him even when almost the 
whole of Ireland seemed to be against him during the Playboy riots, as seen in his essay 
“Synge and Ireland of His Time” (1911). With time their views on the function of literature 
began to differ, as Synge strayed from Yeats’ vision of Ireland and created his own. Yeats 
saw the future of Ireland in ancient idealism, making his protagonists recreations of Irish 
mythological heroes, such as Cuchulain and Deirdre, the two most prominent characters 
of the Ulster Cycle. As an incredibly strong warrior, Cuchulain was the epitome of a 
national hero, whereas Deirdre’s tragic love represented one of the most tragic tales of 
Irish mythology and served as a source of inspiration for many Irish writers. 
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On the other hand, Synge turned his back to what he perceived as an overly 
romanticised, overly idyllic, unmodern Cuchulaionid National Theatre, regarding the 
revivalists’ attention to valiant heroes as a “perpetuation of imperial values and 
constructions of masculinity” as well as outdated and irrelevant depictions of pastoral 
Ireland (Innes, 121). Therefore, Synge’s plays are perceived as criticism if not a parody 
of Irish Revivalists’ beliefs. His first two plays – namely, In the Shadow of the Glen (1903) 
and Riders to the Sea (1904) – could be interpreted as a criticism of the heroicism of the 
popular Cathleen ni Houlihan, written by Yeats and Lady Gregory in 1902. Their Cathleen 
ni Houlihan symbolises an abstract Ireland calling young men, such as Michael, to give 
their lives to save her. On the other hand, The Riders’ Maurya deeply grieves over the 
death of Michael and her other sons. In contrast to Cathleen, Maurya is not saved and 
made younger by all those deaths, but she is utterly devastated and made older (Innes 
121–122). By parodying the myth of Cathleen ni Houlihan, Synge tried to portray the 
actual reality of living in the Irish countryside, which is what set him apart from Yeats and 
his followers. 
When discussing Synge’s comedic work (The Tinker’s Wedding, The Well of the Saints, 
In the Shadow of the Glen, The Playboy of the Western World), Mercier even uses the 
term “mock-pastoral” (233). To counter Yeats’ mythical heroes, Synge often makes his 
heroes unexpected and unconventional characters at the margins of society. In all four 
plays, the ”values of an ‘anti-society’ of tramps, blind beggars, tinkers, and criminals are 
contrasted with those of established society – and shown to be equally valid” (233). The 
comic hero functions as an anti-hero with no loyalty but to that anti-society. His portrayal 
of such anti-heroes reflects his own experience as a subversive artist in a conservative 
society. 
BILINGUAL STYLE  
Though Synge is known for his profound love of his country and the Irish language, he 
decided against using it as his primary linguistic medium, and he was not the only one. 
Creating an Irish National Theatre in the English language could be perceived as a 
contradiction, and Synge knew this but at that time “the pressures of Irish writers to 
produce their work in English were overwhelming” (Kiberd 1979, 196). This section 
explores the reasons behind his decision and focuses on his significant writing style that 
was created during his many trips to the Aran Islands.  
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By the end of the 19th century, Irish writers had to face “the linguistic disorder resulting 
from the rapid loss of Irish and the yet imperfect assimilation of English” (Kiberd 1979, 
201). The majority of the native Irish people was illiterate, and even those who were able 
to read did not usually spend money on books; therefore, authors did not have a choice 
but to write for the British audience. Despite the efforts of Douglas Hyde and the Gaelic 
League to educate the Irish in the language, the outcome was not what they desired. 
Hyde’s songs were indeed sung by the Irish all across Galway; nevertheless, his most 
successful collection, Love Songs of Connacht, failed to achieve his goal. The collection 
included songs in Irish on one side of the page and their Anglo-Irish translations on the 
other. The purpose of the translations was to merely help those learners of Irish who 
might have some problems with specific Irish phrases, but in reality, it had a completely 
different effect: it showed Yeats and his contemporaries, who were fascinated by Hyde’s 
translations, that creating national literature in English was more than just a possibility. 
Moreover, he presented the Anglo-Irish authors with the Anglo-Irish dialect, which 
became one of the exquisite literary languages of all times (Kiberd 1979, 196–197). The 
dialect was a middle ground between the two languages. In principle, it consisted of 
English infused with the quirks of Irish in terms of idiomatic phrases, syntax, rhythm, etc. 
It was further developed by Synge following his Aran experience. Synge rationalized his 
choice of writing in English by claiming that at that point Irish people became sufficiently 
proficient in English to create quality literature, whereas assimilating Irish adequately in 
a similar manner would require centuries. Although Irish was the historic national 
language, it was not Synge’s mother tongue; therefore, he was a better writer in English 
than in Irish. Apart from that, he was aware that with English, he would be able to reach 
a worldwide audience, while Irish “offered only a dwindling rural community with no 
theatrical tradition” (Kiberd 1979, 201). This shows us that his decision to write in English 
was of pragmatic nature. Apart from that, it indicates that his vision stretched beyond the 
Irish stages as he wanted to prove that the Anglo-Irish writing could measure up to the 
international literature he had studied.  
Synge’s choice of a dialect as his primary literary medium was influenced by Guy de 
Maupassant, George Sand, and Anatole France who emphasised the artistic potential of 
dialect and used it frequently in their writing, particularly in their dialogues. Furthermore, 
Paul Passy, his Parisian professor of phonetics, introduced him to the literary value of 
patois. Such a disposition was later reinforced by some of the leading theorists of the 
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Gaelic League, including Eoin MacNeill, who argued that all literature should be based 
on the language as it is spoken among the ordinary people (Kiberd 1979, 199). Around 
the same time, Gaelic progressives embarked on a mission to make cainnt na ndaoine 
the main language of the revivalist literature in Irish.  
The founders of the National Theatre were struggling with how to solve the linguistic 
issue when Synge found a solution. In search of his own genuine medium during one of 
his summers on Aran, he came to the conclusion that contemporary Irish authors should 
seek inspiration in the native Gaelic past. The playwright was determined to make his 
English as Irish as possible by infusing it with the Irish Gaelic vocabulary, syntax and 
idioms to make it seem authentic. He believed that “the use of dialect was intimately 
bound up with the artist’s sense of place” (Kiberd 1979, 200). Synge’s dialect was 
sometimes perceived as pure nonsense, as he loved to include words of his own creation 
modelled upon the Irish language, i.e., ‘dreepiness,’ ‘pitchpike,’ ‘louty’ and phrases such 
as ‘curiosity man’ and ‘puzzle-of-the-world’. This merely attests to his “close affinity with 
the Gaelic folk-song and story-telling tradition, which delights in the composition of 
nonsense-words, difficult phrases and even outright gibberish” (Kiberd 1979, 201). To be 
able to experiment successfully within a foreign language as Synge did, one must have 
a good understanding of the target language. What he admired about the vernacular 
speech was its liveliness. English in the rural areas continuously managed to surprise 
him and he tried to incorporate the same element of surprise in his own written language 
as well. The Anglo-Irish dialect was a compromise that combined the assets of both 
literary languages. Synge made a step forward and decided to explore their differences 
and use them in his favour.  
With this dialect Synge created a bridge between the stark realism he saw in Ibsen and 
Zola and the forced hyper-aestheticism of Mallarmé and Huysmans, finally finding a 
solution to his long-time inner dilemma. The folk speech enabled him to reconcile “these 
opposed modes, the cult of the beautiful and the cult of realism” (Kiberd 1979, 203). What 
made it realistic was the fact that the dialect was rooted in the spoken language of actual 
living people, while their poetic vision made it beautiful. Synge’s dialect represents an 
enhanced version of the natural Aran Irish, created by emphasising features that were 
rooted in Gaelic speech and syntax. On Inishmaan, Synge was especially fascinated with 
the relationship between the syntax of Irish and English. It was a common occurrence 
that people there spoke in English while using Irish syntax, an element that was crucial 
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to Synge’s dramatic language. At that time, most Irish peasants learned English from one 
another rather than from the English; therefore, their version of English is full of quirks 
stemming from their native language.  
In The Playboy of the Western World, we can observe a number of those quirks.2 Often, 
there is a lack of number agreement, which originates from the fact that in Irish verbs ‘is’ 
and ‘are’ are expressed with the same word, i.e., the verb tá. This can be seen in “You're 
one of the tinkers, young fellow, is beyond camped in the glen?” (Synge, The Playboy, 
Act I). The conjunction ‘and’ is sometimes used as a hypotactic device: “How would you 
see him (licks stamp and puts it on letter) and it dark night this half hour gone by?” (Synge 
The Playboy, Act I). In this case, ‘and’ introduces a temporal clause. Furthermore, the 
plays is full of Irish loanwords and direct translations, including “That’ll be right fun,” which 
derives from Irish ceart meaning great or correct; or the expression ‘to take/get my death’ 
as seen in “I'm asking only what way I'll pass these twelve hours of dark, and not take 
my death with the fear” is a translation of bás a fháil, etc. (Synge, The Playboy, Act I).  
As we can see, Synge’s literary language was remarkably rich and complex, which 
sometimes made it difficult to understand without some knowledge of Irish. His mastery 
of the language helped him to use its quirks to his advantage. He created an unparalleled 
dramatic speech that was not only his solution to the Anglo-Irish linguistic dilemma, but 
it was also the main reason behind his worldwide success.  
 
CRITICAL RECEPTION 
Synge is considered by Murphy O’Rourke and MacKillop as “the most significant 
playwright to emerge from the efforts of Yeats and Lady Gregory to found a national 
theatre” (174). The author, however, did not receive such praise during his lifetime. His 
relatively recently acknowledged brilliance was at that time often overshadowed by the 
controversies surrounding his productions. The most notorious was by far the 1907 
production of The Playboy of the Western World in the Abbey Theatre, which resulted in 
actual riots during its opening night. 
                                                          
2 I learned this while attending a seminar on modern Irish literature conducted by Prof. Radvan Markus (Charles 
University Prague).   
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What ignited the uproar was the scene when Christy tells the Widow Quin, “it’s Pegeen 
I’m seeking only, and what’d I care if you brought me a drift of chosen females, standing 
in their shifts itself maybe, from this place to the eastern world” (Synge, The Playboy, Act 
III). The word ‘shifts’ was the main reason for the uproar that ensued, mostly because 
the conservatives believed that the idea of half-bare women was highly inappropriate. 
The nationalists saw the play not only as a mockery of Irish rural life but also as a ridicule 
of the story of Cuchulainn, one of their most beloved national myths. The fact that it was 
an Anglo-Irish Protestant who wrote such a play made the situation even worse. Though 
the nationalists were right to an extent, their reaction was exaggerated. Kiberd found it 
ironic that the aforementioned scene caused such a reaction, mainly because it was far 
more innocent than the one from the original saga or even Lady Gregory’s later play 
Cuchulain of Muirthemne (183). In both of them, Cuchulainn returns from a battle full of 
rage. He is prohibited from entering the city of Emhain Macha for the inhabitants’ fear he 
might wreck the city buildings. To appease his rage, they send him thirty nude maidens. 
At the sight of them, the hero blushes and his anger subsides. Therefore, it seems rather 
silly that the audience could not bear the “the vision of a peasant boy, whose fury was 
soothed (if only in his imagination) by females standing in shifts” (Kiberd 1996, 183).  Not 
only that but the Gaelic Leaguers also took issue with Christy’s speech, as they felt it did 
not portray the peasants of the west correctly, even if in reality Synge had taken some of 
Christy’s most dramatic lines from their folk songs (Kiberd, Synge 138–139). The Playboy 
riots are still perceived as one of the most notorious events in Irish literary circles. If it 
were not for Yeats’ support in the media, and otherwise, it is highly improbable that 
Synge’s reputation would have recovered after the riots.  
In An Claidheamh Soluis, Patrick Pearse, who was the editor at that time, severely 
criticised the Playboy debacle, calling Synge an “Evil Spirit” and he was not the only one. 
The Playboy debuted at a time when the Nationalists’ and Catholics’ mistrust of the Irish 
Literary revivalists was at its highest. Their alleged pro-British and anti-Catholic beliefs 
“seemed to be confirmed once for all by this blasphemous and satiric presentation of 
Irish rural ways” (Mercier 202). In fact, Synge had been subjected to scrutiny since the 
staging of In the Shadow of the Glen (1903). The play’s portrayal of a woman who is 
trapped in a loveless marriage and runs away with a tramp was seen as an attack on 
Irish femininity, and even the positive reception of Riders to the Sea that followed five 
months after, did not absolve him (Mercier 202). The suspicion worsened after the 
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Playboy Riots, and the majority of the Gaelic Leaguers adopted a hostile disposition 
towards Synge. The scholars proficient in Irish who were able to understand and 
appreciate his bilingual writing style became the most vigorous advocates of the Gaelic 
Revival, which had officially repudiated his work. Attempting to discredit the genuineness 
of his depiction of Irish rural life, they resorted to questioning his knowledge of the Irish 
language (Kiberd 1979, 2). The artificial divide between writing in English and Irish 
claimed Synge as its first and ultimate victim. Despite the fact that his work celebrated 
the Gaelic tradition, it was not accepted by the traditional Gaelic revivalists, only because 
it was written in English and not Irish. Kiberd compares his situation with the severe 
suffering caused by exile that Joyce and Beckett had to overcome to create their 
masterpieces, claiming that the inner exile Synge experienced in his homeland was just 
as dire as the one of Joyce or Beckett (1979, 7). Nonetheless, it was merely in Ireland 
that Synge was subjected to such prejudice, whereas the rest of the world would revere 
him for his literary accomplishments already during his lifetime. 
Ten years after his negative comment in An Claidheamh Soluis, Pearse adopted an 
inclusive perspective and applauded Synge’s love of Ireland while admitting that the 
cause of Synge’s condemnation lay in the public’s inability to understand his work 
(Mercier, 202). Such a disposition became widespread among the more mature Gaelic 
progressives. It was only after they managed to look beyond the language barrier that 
they were able to recognize him as the genius he had always been. 
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6 RIVAL REVIVALS 
When the Gaelic League was established in 1893, its primary mission was to preserve 
the Irish language where it was still spoken, namely, in Connacht, Munster, and Ulster. 
Following the movement’s increasing popularity, the leaders’ appetites increased, and 
they embarked on a mission to spread the use of Irish all over the island. Synge, although 
an Irish language enthusiast, had found himself in a predicament. When he met Joyce in 
Paris in 1902, he was willing to give the Irish language revival a serious consideration, 
but within a year his opinion seemed to be constantly changing, which was reflected in 
the drafts of the article he was working on titled “The Old and New in Ireland.” Despite 
his support for the preservation of the Irish language, Synge remained adamant in his 
objection to its reinforcement outside Gaeltacht. He was convinced that after the country 
“finally achieved the painful transition to English,” a widespread revival of Irish would only 
result in tremendous confusion, causing the people to become semi-literate in both 
languages (Kiberd 1979, 216–219). To some extent, Synge was right. At that time it was 
not uncommon for children to speak English whereas their parents still spoke Irish. 
Whenever their parents asked them a question in Irish, they would reply in English 
without even knowing it was a different language. 
Synge disagreed with the popular disposition that the writers in Irish and English were 
complementary to one another, seeing the Irish Literary Revival and the Gaelic Literary 
Revival as “two distinct literary currents, which have nothing that is not antagonistic 
except a national feeling” (Kiberd, Synge 217). Synge further described the dichotomy 
by characterizing literature in English as ‘cultured’ and the Gaelic counterpart as 
‘popular’. Seeing the Gaelic literature as unrefined and rugged stories for the common 
folk, he was convinced that in time the ‘popular’ movement would be consumed by the 
former (Kiberd 1979, 217–218). The Anglo-Irish literary revivalists, with Synge at the 
forefront, would often express contempt for their Gaelic contemporaries, portraying them 
as “provincial and reactionary” (O’Leary 49). After the Playboy riots, Synge wrote a letter 
to the Gaelic League titled “Can We Go Back Into Our Mother’s Womb?” In the letter he 
berated the Gaelic revivalists and blaming them for initiating the uproar: “Was there ever 
a sight so piteous as an old and respectable people setting up the ideals of Fee-Gee 
because, with their eyes glued on John Bull’s navel, they dare not be Europeans for fear 
the hucksters across the street might call them English” (Synge, Collected Works, 399–
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400). However, Pádraic Ó Conaire applauded the Abbey’s productivity and success, 
remarking that the Abbey plays surpassed those written and produced in London. His 
accolade reflected the perception of his fellow mature Gaelic revivalists towards the 
company. Even though the Playboy debacle was severe, it was surprisingly quickly 
forgotten by the theatregoers at that time (O’Leary 320). Therefore, the reactions sparked 
in the heat of the controversy should not be conveyed as a standard Gaelic view of the 
Irish Literary Revival as their proponents tried to present it.  
In reality, these accusations were merely half-truths “compounded by the fact that few 
scholars of Anglo-Irish literature have taken the effort to go behind the stereotype and 
even more unfairly, by the fact that a distortion of the nativist stance has been uncritically 
accepted as representative of the Gaelic movement as a whole” (O’Leary, 49). Such a 
condescending attitude from the Anglo-Irish revivalists proved they were unaware of the 
distinction as they could not see past the language barrier, which perpetuated a 
stereotypical treatment of their Gaelic contemporaries. As a result, they overlooked the 
distinction between Gaelic progressives and nativists, taking the beliefs of the latter and 
generalizing it as the ideology of the entire Gaelic revival. When in fact, many 
progressives, such as Pádraic Ó Conaire and more mature Patrick Pearse, shared many 
views with Synge and other Irish revivalists, including drawing inspiration from 
established European authors for re-building their national literature and challenging the 
provincial mentality of nativists. 
However, a very young Patrick Pearse had a different view of the Irish revival. In a letter 
to the editor of An Claidheamh Soluis in 1899, he expressed his hatred of the Irish 
Literary Theatre, condemning their endeavour to establish new national literature in a 
foreign language, urging the Irish to strangle it at its birth. His views were shared by many 
Gaelic revivalists, including Eoin Mac Néill, who compared the revival in the English 
language to the travesties of the Act of Union, claiming that the former had even more 
devastating consequences than the latter. Another key figure of the Gaelic revival, Father 
Eugene O’Growney, entertained the possibility of a successful national literature in 
English, but came to a conclusion that though it sounds possible in theory, it would not 
work out in reality, a view which was echoed throughout the first decades of the 
movement (O’Leary 281–282). An editorial in An Claidheamh Soluis (June 1899) stated 
that any movement whose aim was to create literature in English was primarily English. 
Moreover, it said that the Gaelic revivalists did not have an issue with such a movement, 
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unless it proclaimed itself as “Irish and national,” thus proposing a false example of what 
comprises Irish nationality and a national literature. As a result, the editorial called the 
leaders of the Irish revival “the most seductive, and therefore most dangerous emissaries 
of Anglicisation” (An Claidheamh Soluis, Notes, 232). The Gaelic revivalists felt incredibly 
threatened by the allure of the Anglo-Irish aesthetics, fearing that the more excellent it 
was, the more valuable it would become to the Irish audience (O’Leary 287).  
This perception shows that despite seeing them as the enemy, the Gaelic revivalists were 
able to appreciate the ingenuity and skill of Anglo-Irish literature. Leaving their national 
pride aside, they were even willing to admit that the quality and beauty of their literature 
to an extent surpassed their own. Even though they did not consider them authentic Irish 
artists, the Anglo-Irish authors still received great respect for their artistry from their 
Gaelic contemporaries. They especially admired the contribution of Yeats; however, 
Synge was always a sensitive topic, though the hostility towards him slightly thawed after 
his passing in 1909 (as seen from Pearse’s words of support quoted in Chapter 5). Such 
an accepting attitude was more characteristic for the London branch of the Gaelic 
League, with William P. Ryan, P. S. Ua hÉigeartaigh, and Robert Lynd at the forefront. 
Their open-mindedness was, among other factors, a consequence of years of exile, 
which made them appreciate the unique Irish writing, no matter the language, slightly 
more than the Dublin Leaguers. Their independence was especially visible in their 
support of George Bernard Shaw as well as the Abbey Theatre. Whenever an Abbey 
production came to London, it was always greeted with enthusiasm, even in the case of 
Synge’s plays. The London Leaguers’ unprejudiced attitude towards Synge’s work, 
including The Playboy of the Western World, was perhaps where the two branches 
diverged the most. Occasionally some of the more liberal members of the London branch 
came dangerously close to being denounced as heretics due to “their deviation from 
accepted Gaelic opinion” (O’Leary 287). Despite the risks, Lynd continued to defend their 
work, remarking that both movements originate from the same “awakening of the national 
spirit,” which meant the works of Yeats or Synge were a part of national literature just as 
the stories of Pádraic Ó Conaire (O’Leary 289). On the other hand, such understanding 
was not reciprocated from the Anglo-Irish authors.  
Despite the antagonism between the Irish Literary Revival and the Gaelic Revival, the 
two movements were more similar than their proponents cared to admit. Both arose in a 
time when Ireland was trying to forge a path in the struggle for independence from the 
 46 
 
British fetters and create a new concept of Irishness. Due to the centuries of 
Anglicisation, the Gaelic culture gradually began to merge with the English, resulting in 
a unique amalgamation reflected in their language, literature, and everyday life. Both 
movements sought refuge in the Irish pastoral life, seeing it as a source of inspiration 
and true Irishness. The Irish Literary Revivalists, particularly W. B. Yeats and Lady 
Gregory, returned to the romanticised Gaelic past and drew on the beloved Irish myths. 
Synge, on the other hand, refused to succumb to this approach, often mocking it in his 
work, as seen especially in his treatment of heroic violence in The Playboy of the Western 
World. The play’s protagonist, Christy can be perceived as a mock Cuchulain. Christy’s 
apparent patricide was glorified by the villagers in a similar way than Cuchulain was 
revered for his strength and heroic deeds.  
An idyllic representation of nature was essential for the Gaelic nativists as well. Similarly 
to Yeats’ belief, all answers were to be found in the real or imagined past to the point that 
any outside influence was deemed a hindrance. Thus, the Gaelic Revivalists were often 
unjustly portrayed as old-fashioned provincials by the Anglo-Irish writers, and though this 
could be applied to the nativists, it was most certainly not true for the progressives. Well-
read and open-minded as any Irish revivalist, they endeavoured to create a 
contemporary literary tradition for a modern Gaelic nation. The progressives showed 
great respect and admiration for their Anglo-Irish colleagues, seeing them as working 
towards a similar goal of rebuilding national literature; however, the latter did not respond 
in kind, and any chance of an alliance that would prove immensely beneficial was lost. 
Synge was one of the harshest critics of the Gaelic literature; though his criticism was 
somewhat superficial, as he generalised the nativist stance to the whole movement. In 
reality, he had plenty in common with the progressives, and his connection to Ó Conaire 
will be explored further in the following section. 
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J. M. SYNGE VERSUS PÁDRAIC Ó CONAIRE 
Given Synge’s antagonism towards the Gaelic literary revival, one might think that it is 
impossible for him to bear any resemblance to any Gaelic author, when in fact, his 
passion for the Gaelic language, along with the fact that he inspired many mature Gaelic 
progressives, makes him a suitable candidate for a comparison. Anne Markley already 
conducted a study of Synge and a mature Patrick Pearse, where Radvan Markus 
observes a significant disparity regarding the authors’ point of view as well as “the 
obvious incommensurability of their writing in terms of literary quality” (56). Seeing Ó 
Conaire as a better alternative to Pearse, he was the first scholar to draw parallels 
between the most significant Irish and Gaelic revivalists. This section delves into the 
similarities and differences regarding the background and literary achievements of J. M. 
Synge and Pádraic Ó Conaire through the lens of social circumstances and literary 
currents that shaped their work.  
BACKGROUND 
Their lives were already separately discussed in great detail in the previous chapters; 
therefore, the focus here will be merely on the aspects relevant for the comparison. As 
mentioned, Synge was a direct descendant of the Protestant landed aristocracy, whereas 
Ó Conaire was a son of a middle-class Catholic innkeeper. Despite being raised in 
contrasting environments, they underwent several similar experiences that had a 
profound effect on their literary career. As Radvan Markus remarks, “Both became 
alienated from their family, class, and religion early in their lives” (56). The two of them 
experienced loss at an early age. Ó Conaire lost both parents and was forced to leave 
his home behind, whereas Synge lived in wealth with his pious mother. Unlike their 
families, they did not consider themselves particularly devoted to their respective 
religions, and this led to a renunciation of their faith in their teenage years. Synge lost all 
faith after reading Darwin’s work at the age of fourteen and Ó Conaire left his priesthood 
studies when he was seventeen.  
The authors shared a great passion for the Irish language, even though neither of them 
was a native speaker of Irish, as Synge lived in the suburbs of Dublin and Ó Conaire 
spent his early childhood in New Docks, Galway, before moving to Ros Muc. It was in 
the heart of the Connemara Gaeltacht that Ó Conaire first came into contact with the 
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Gaelic language and later became a fluent speaker. Irish became such a vital part of him 
that he decided to make it his prime mode of expression despite knowing that the national 
literary market for works in Irish is neither appreciative nor profitable. Synge was aware 
of the problem as well, so he refrained from writing in Irish as he wanted to reach a 
broader readership. Having developed an interest in the Celtic past already in his 
adolescence, he acquired a vast knowledge of Old and New Irish during his studies at 
Trinity and at the Sorbonne in Paris and his holidays on Aran, utilizing it to create a unique 
writing style that honoured Irish without actually being Irish. Not only that, both writers 
found beauty in nature, and the pastoral life was often showcased in their work.  
Synge and Ó Conaire, however, refused to follow the trend of depicting idyllic country life 
initiated by Yeats and Gregory. They were much more interested in what goes on behind 
the closed doors of those seemingly ideal households. Not shying away from the harsh 
reality of Irish life, they regularly featured undesirable or unspeakable topics, including 
poverty, loveless marriages, marital rape, tramp life, often stirring up fierce controversy. 
The Playboy riots remain one of the most discussed incidents in the history of the Abbey 
Theatre, while Ó Conaire’s work was taken off the university curriculums for being too 
progressive. Their liberal and socialist views were a result of reading progressive 
international literature as well as their years of exile. Living away from their beloved 
Ireland not only gave them some perspective, but it also enabled them to meet many fine 
literary and political figures of their time that influenced their beliefs. Of the two of them, 
Ó Conaire was even more open-minded because he welcomed and admired the 
contribution of the Anglo-Irish authors, despite his affiliation to a rival revival. Synge, on 
the other hand, was brutally judgmental towards the literature written in Irish. He based 
his opinion solely on nativist Gaelic literature, deeming all Gaelic literature inadequate 
and inferior in the process. Refusing to get past the stereotype, he ignored or missed the 
progressive Gaelic authors, including Ó Conaire. In contrast, Ó Conaire was very much 
aware of Synge’s work. His influence can be felt in many of Ó Conaire’s pieces, 
especially “My Poet Dark and Slender” (“M’Fhile Caol Dubh”) and “The Woman on Whom 
God Laid His Hand” (“An Bhean ar Leag Dia Lámh Uirthi”). In the first short story, as 
pointed out by Alan Titley, a poet brings his lover to the Abbey Theatre, where they see 
Synge’s In the Shadow of the Glen. The protagonist, who craves her lover’s affection, is 
left disappointed when the only words of romance she hears are from the tramp in the 
play asking the woman to join him on the road (Titley, 98–99). “The Woman on Whom 
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God Laid His Hand” greatly resembles Riders to the Sea in terms of setting, characters, 
and the basic framework. Such parallels show not only that Ó Conaire was familiar with 
Synge’s work, but also that he was inspired by it, even though he himself never explicitly 
said so.  
LIBERATION IN THE INDIVIDUAL 
When it comes to Synge’s and Ó Conaire’s literary influences, there is a great deal of 
overlap, which should not come as a surprise as they were both avid readers of European 
literature, mainly Russian, French, and Norwegian. Therefore, hints of Ibsen, Zola, 
Maeterlinck, and France can be observed throughout their work. Due to their role in their 
separate nationalist revival movements, both authors were often regarded as late 
Romantics; however, Markus is quick to remark that their branch of Romanticism was 
much more radical (57). The presence of socialist undertones in their work signifies they 
were far from being the conventional Romantics; nevertheless, their work indeed 
possesses some of the qualities belonging to Late Romanticism. The significance of wild 
nature as a source of true Irishness is a prominent feature of their writing. Their quest for 
authenticity often brings their protagonists into conflict with society, which reflects their 
struggles as subversive artists in Ireland at that time. As already discussed, their 
controversial works regularly landed them in hot water with the more traditional 
nationalists. As Markus states, “The Romantic emphasis on subjectivity implied a certain 
dividing line between the artist and the rest of humankind” (59). Finding themselves 
somewhat on the edge of society, both authors developed an interest in the fellow Other. 
Synge as a scholarly cosmopolitan from an affluent family did not experience poverty 
first-hand, but he managed to get a glimpse of it during his travels on Aran as well as in 
Wicklow and Connemara. There he saw for himself the hardships of such a life, 
prompting a deep fascination with the vagrant lifestyle. In his essay “The Vagrants of 
Wicklow,” Synge draws parallels between the life of a tramp with the life of an artist: “In 
the middle classes the gifted son of a family is always the poorest – usually a writer or 
artist with no sense for speculation – and in a family of peasants, where the average 
comfort is just over penury, the gifted son sinks also, and is soon a tramp on the roadside” 
(Synge, In Wicklow). He believed there are many privileges in living as a vagrant: “The 
tramp in Ireland is little troubled by the laws, and lives in out-of-door conditions that keep 
him in good-humour and fine bodily health” (Synge, In Wicklow). Due to the fact that he 
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never lived as a tramp himself, his view of such a lifestyle might be perceived as slightly 
romanticised. Nomads, wanderers, and tramps became the central characters of his 
plays, either embodying the voice of reason or occupying the role of a hero. So it is no 
wonder that Synge made them his most poetic characters. Mathews describes Nora 
Burke, Christy Mahon, the Douls, Deirdre and Sarah Casey as “welcome antidotes to the 
small-minded, repressive, dull consensus of sedentary middle-class life” (Mathews 
11).  All of them rebelled against the societal expectations and chose a life of freedom 
despite its hardships.  
The Well of the Saints features Martin and Mary Doul, a pair of blind beggars who after 
being given the gift of sight experience nothing but disappointment and misfortune. When 
they lose their sight once more, a Saint offers to help them again, but Martin refuses, 
saying, “It’s wonders enough I seen in a short space for the life of one man only” (Synge, 
The Well of the Saints, Act III). Mary agrees and asks the Saint to let the two of them be 
as they are happier this way, signifying they are more free-living as vagrants and that 
their blindness protects them from seeing the daily horrors of life. The villagers are unable 
to accept their choice, and the Douls are exiled to continue the rest of their life on the 
road (Synge, The Well of the Saints, Act III). 
The benefits of vagrancy are also seen in another of his plays –In the Shadow of the 
Glen, where Tramp invites Nora to join him on the road after being exiled from her home 
by her husband Dan. Convinced that nothing but death awaits her, Nora is hesitant to 
depart with the Tramp, but in the end, he manages to persuade her:  
Come along with me now, lady of the house, and it’s not my blather you’ll be 
hearing only, but you’ll be hearing the herons crying out over the black lakes, and 
you’ll be hearing the grouse and the owls with them, and the larks and the big 
thrushes when the days are warm, and it’s not from the like of them you’ll be 
hearing a talk of getting old like Peggy Cavanagh, and losing the hair off you, and 
the light of your eyes, but it’s fine songs you’ll be hearing when the sun goes up, 
and there’ll be no old fellow wheezing, the like of a sick sheep, close to your ear. 
(Synge, In the Shadow of the Glen, Act I) 
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On the road, Nora will be liberated from her oppressive, old husband, she will not have 
to bother with snide remarks on her fading youth, and she will be able to escape the 
confines of her own depressing home. The Tramp offers her freedom, and despite all the 
uncertainties that come with this lifestyle, she gladly accepts it. 
In a similar fashion, Ó Conaire explores “the separation between the artist and society, 
as well as the importance of wild nature” as featured in his oriental short story, “Lead Us 
Not Into Temptation” (Markus, 60). In the story, a sculptor abandons the city life for solace 
in the woods, turning his back “on the follies and the worthless treasures of the world” (Ó 
Conaire, Pádraic Ó Conaire 127). In his oakwood, he is able to create freely and without 
distractions, and indeed, everything he creates is a masterpiece. When asked by a king 
Alum-ba to create statues for his Temple of the War God, the master denies the riches, 
for he only wants “to bring to fruit the dream which [his] mind has conceived” (Ó Conaire, 
Pádraic Ó Conaire 129). He may not have much money, but that does not mean he is 
not rich, as freedom and the power of creation transcend the worldly goods:  
The wild ass may spend his life as he will; he may die of hunger, but he is nobler, 
if poorer, than his brother who bears the yoke of man. [...] I have no need of great 
wealth, of fine houses nor servants nor wide acres. Water from the spring, berries 
from the wood, the light of the sun and my health is all I require. (Ó Conaire, 
Pádraic Ó Conaire 129)  
Nonetheless, upon meeting a beautiful fairy woman, who acts as his muse, he loses all 
sense, and when she starts asking for gold and jewels, he is willing to compromise his 
art to obtain more money in order to satisfy her demands. As a result, “[h]is love of wordly 
things returned …. And the artist in him withered away though he was still acclaimed by 
all” (Ó Conaire, Pádraic Ó Conaire 133). The writer shows that popularizing one’s work 
hinders its quality, a principle he lived by himself. Although he believes in “the value of 
the artist’s seclusion in nature,” there are limits within it as well, as seen in the fact that 
without his muse, the sculptor would not be able to create anything anymore (Markus, 
60). Therefore, a balance is needed, because both nature and city life have their benefits 
and their downfalls.  
Keeping up with the Romantic preoccupation with the social outcasts, Ó Conaire’s short 
stories also feature various people from the margins of society, including the blind 
(“Paidin Mhaire,” “Music and Memory,” “Two Brave Women”), prostitutes (“Nóra 
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Mharcuis Bhig”), the handicapped (Exile), and mentally ill people (“The Woman on Whom 
God Laid His Hand”). Similarly to Synge, his outcasts are characterized with the lyrical 
quality stemming from their connection with nature, which Markus exemplifies with dying 
Paidin Mhaire’s vision of an underwater world, where he would live among the seals (61).  
By far the most poetic is Micil Ó Maolain, the protagonist of Ó Conaire’s modernist novel 
Exile, whose employment of pathetic fallacy in his vivid description of all the colours of 
Galway Bay intertwined with the narrator’s own emotions is one of the most intriguing 
parts of the novel (Ó Conaire, Exile, 52–53). Romantic aesthetics is reflected in the 
sublime beauty of the sea and sky that uncovers the protagonist’s emotional state. 
Nonetheless, as Markus observes, Ó Conaire was capable of conveying the sublime 
quality even when writing about the urban environment (61). His mastery is best seen in 
his famous description of the burning factory: 
As the flames made contact with the chemical products in the building, they kept 
changing colours. They were every colour of the rainbow. White here, yellow 
there. Blood-red in another corner. It was like magic, how the different colours 
kept interchanging, and at one stage combined into one great blaze of crimson 
glory. “The blood of the poisoned women,” I shouted. (Ó Conaire, Exile 99)  
Despite the Romantic aesthetics of the passage, one can detect the socialist undertone 
present in the majority of Ó Conaire’s writing. What Markus describes as “the rejection 
of alienating work” that characterizes Synge’s plays can be observed with Ó Conaire as 
well (61). The titular character of “Paidin Mhaire,” who used to be a fisherman “until this 
bad year came,” was forced to leave the sea behind and go on the public works in order 
to provide for himself and his ailing parents, even though such work did not bring him 
any joy and whenever “the spring tide came he used to feel a corresponding surge in his 
blood that compelled him to go out on the water” (Ó Conaire, Pádraic Ó Conaire 66). His 
work alienates him from nature, ultimately causing his downfall as he suffers terribly in a 
work accident, making him lose sight and preventing him from working ever again. The 
effect of the alienation is clearly expressed in Stiofan’s words when they bring injured 
Paidin to his home: “What a pity, Paidin, that ’tisn’t out fishing you were to-day – the place 
that’s natural for you is the best place for you” (Ó Conaire, Pádraic Ó Conaire 67). At 
sea, Paidin is truly free and in touch with himself. When he decides to leave this life, he 
renounces everything that defines him. This means he stops pursuing activities and 
matters he truly values such as fishing, which later causes his downfall.  
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This theme is developed even further in Exile and “Nóra Mharcuis Bhig,” where the 
central characters live as exiles in London and are forced to forsake their humanity when 
they sell themselves in order to survive. After an accident leaves Micil one-armed and 
one-legged, he joins a travelling circus where he is put on a display as a vicious madman 
who needs to be kept in a cage, so he does not murder more people. With each passing 
day, his life becomes more and more of a grotesque, prompting his inner decay: 
I was no longer in danger from hunger and want. I had an income of three pounds 
a week. Three pounds a week! It was big money! How pleased I was! But a great 
sadness came over my heart. It was coming over me gradually. I could not get rid 
of it. Had I not sold myself for three pounds a week? Had I not turned myself into 
a wonder, a horror, a public spectacle. If my friends and relations should know 
about it, how they would despise me! That a man of my surname would do a thing 
like this - making himself a figure of fun in public, and that he should be doing it 
for money! (Ó Conaire, Exile 30)  
Nora finds herself in a similar position after she loses her job and is compelled to turn to 
prostitution until “her self-esteem was narrowed until after a while she didn’t care what 
might become of her,” drowning her shame in alcohol (Ó Conaire, Pádraic Ó Conaire 
160). Both attempt to find their way back: Nora returns home, where she starts going to 
church and stays away from alcohol and Micil destroys the circus’ reputation despite 
leaving him penniless in the process. 
The struggle between the authenticity and alienation as an individual or an artist was a 
common thread in Synge’s and Ó Conaire’s work, one that was explored through the 
impacts of nature and city on one’s humanity as well through the fates of their many 
characters from the margins of society. Both authors were intrigued by the vagrant 
lifestyle, seeing it as the epitome of authenticity as opposed to the perverting effects of 
materialism. Whereas Synge seemingly overcame such issues solely through his work, 
Ó Conaire personally liberated himself of societal norms, even spending his last years 
as a vagrant travelling across Ireland. 
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SOCIAL TRUTH 
Apart from the elements of Romanticism, Synge’s and Ó Conaire’s writing possesses a 
distinct quality of Social Realism uncharacteristic for their contemporaries. The influence 
of Russian realists, such as Gogol, Turgenev, and Tolstoy is very much present in their 
work. As a child, Synge experienced his brother’s mistreatment and evictions of tenants 
occupying their family estates, which engendered his later preoccupation with social 
issues. He rejected the romanticised notion of an idyllic country life typical for other Irish 
literary revivalists , namely early Yeats or Lady Gregory, and focused on a somewhat 
more realistic portrayal of peasant life. Contrary to Synge, who had everything at his 
disposal, Ó Conaire came from a lower middle-class family trying to survive amidst 
difficult social circumstances. His father emigrated to America in search of a better life, 
and Ó Conaire was an exile himself; therefore, it should not come as a surprise that his 
work often touches upon the topic of Irish emigration and that exiles were some of his 
best characters. By refusing to submit to the belief of the Gaelic pastoral utopia that was 
popular with the Gaelic nativists, his stories depict the actual realities of contemporary 
rural life in the Gaeltacht society. Apart from that, he was one of the first Gaelic authors 
to explore the harsh circumstances of the Irish exiles and the impact of urban life on their 
humanity. Their work regularly focuses on victims of poor socio-economic conditions, 
seen especially in Synge’s The Well of the Saints and The Tinker’s Wedding, as well as 
in Ó Conaire’s Exile and “Paidin Mhaire.” Furthermore, it also explores the position of 
women within the Irish society in Synge’s In the Shadow of the Glen and Ó Conaire’s 
“Nóra Mharcuis Bhig,” and “The Woman in Torment.” 
Frawley describes Synge’s brand of realism as “a shift away not only from the tomfoolery 
and false naivety that was the Irish peasant’s representation on the English stage, but 
also from a merely symbolic representation of Irishness” that became so popular after 
the success of Cathleen ni Houlihan (1902) by Yeats and Lady Gregory (Frawley 15). 
The ideal of Ireland perpetrated by them differed greatly from Synge’s portrayal of 
corruption, poverty, and suffering. Only after the Douls regain their sight, are they able 
to see the ugliness of the world and fully comprehend “the capitalist misfortunes of ill-
paid labour and hunger” (Burke 41). The theme of corruption is also present in The 
Tinker’s Wedding, where the priest refuses to take mercy on the poor couple and marry 
them without commission. In tears, Sarah pleads for the priest’s kindness by describing 
their difficult circumstances: “It’s two years we are getting the gold, your reverence, and 
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now you won’t marry us for that bit, and we hard-working poor people do be making cans 
in the dark night, and blinding our eyes with the black smoke from the bits of twigs we do 
be burning” (Synge, The Tinker’s Wedding, Act I). The priest finally agrees, but only after 
being promised a sufficient sum, showing his corruption. 
Similarly, the difficult social circumstances of rural and urban Irish life are portrayed well 
in many Ó Conaire pieces. As already discussed, in “Paidin Mhaire,” the young Paidin is 
forced to leave behind his life as a fisherman in order to earn money for him and his 
parents. After his accident, he is no longer able to work, but his family is not eligible for 
public assistance, leaving him with only one option: to go to the poorhouse, a public 
institution where people who were unable to provide for themselves received 
accommodation in return for work. His mother tries to convince him otherwise, but he is 
adamant: “I must, Mam,” said Paidin, “because if I remain outside, ye’ll be entitled to 
nothing. That’s their law – and my curse on it for a law. But what hurts me the most of all 
is that I have to humiliate myself before them for your sake” (Ó Conaire, Pádraic Ó 
Conaire 70). The law in question belongs to the 19th-century Irish Poor Laws enforced to 
alleviate some of the consequences of widespread poverty. Micil of Exile finds himself in 
a similar position after he drinks away his insurance money and is forced to exchange 
his comfortable lodging for a cubicle among 400 other inhabitants of the poorhouse. After 
his escape from the circus, he returns to London and takes refuge in Hammer’s lodging 
house, which is full of exiles as himself trying to survive in a foreign country, while still 
dreaming of their beloved Ireland, despite the fact that the majority of them will never see 
it again: 
How weary I am of this place! [...] How I detest that crowd who are cursing and 
swearing in the next room! The small mean ugly streets! The hideous treacherous 
world that unfolds itself every day before my eyes. The anxiety, the heartache, the 
weariness, and the deprivation! The poverty that hangs over all, like a great cloud, 
all the worst sicknesses of body and soul! [...] If I could fill my lungs once again 
with the fresh clean air of Ireland. If I could only feel one tiny breeze from Galway 
Bay blowing in through this window. But it is not to be. (Ó Conaire, Exile 120) 
Micil’s hauntingly beautiful inner monologue expresses all the sorrows of living a life of 
an exile. The urban environment has taken its toll, causing his humanity to decay more 
and more with each day. All he wants is to come home, but that will remain a mere 
fantasy as his shame prevents him from returning.  
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On the other hand, Nora, another Ó Conaire’s exile, who loses herself in the city as well, 
decides to return home after hitting rock bottom. Not knowing about her deeds in the city, 
her parents welcome her with open arms, and for a while, she is able to find some respite 
for her weary soul. However, she continues to battle with her two sides: “the young gentle 
one who had spent some time in England earning money and another woman who 
remained unknown to the people of the village, but who had suffered the hardships of life 
in a foreign city” (Ó Conaire, Pádraic Ó Conaire 165). Soon she gives in her old ways, 
resulting in her banishment by a mortified father. He had high hopes for Nora, even more 
so after both of his sons had already “left him and gone astray,” making him the laughing 
stock of the village (Ó Conaire, Pádraic Ó Conaire 153). Every chance she got, Nora 
would send money home, until eventually her father purchased a boat. Proud as he was, 
he named the boat after her youngest, without knowing her source of income. As he held 
her to an impossible standard, her fall from grace hurt him even more. Apart from 
portraying the women in exile, the short story also explores the position of women in Irish 
society and the double standards they were subjected to, especially regarding their 
virtuousness. 
In keeping with the standard allegorical representation of Ireland as a woman, Ireland is 
either depicted as the Shan Van Vocht (Poor Old Woman), Mother Éire, or a young 
maiden such as Cathleen Ni Houlihan or Roisin Dubh. Throughout history, the metaphor 
of Ireland as a woman served for two distinct ideological aims:  “as applied by Irish men 
it has helped to confine Irish women in a straitjacket of purity and passivity; and as 
applied by English cultural imperialists it has imprisoned the whole Irish race in a 
debilitating stereotype” (Butler Cullingford, 1). A proper Irishwoman was supposed to be 
a homemaker, a devoted pious wife made to serve her husband and her country, a belief 
which was challenged by both Ó Conaire and Synge. They were openly critical towards 
“the premises upon which nationalist constructions of ‘Irish womanhood’ were built” by 
portraying the harsh reality their protagonists are trapped in. (Cannon Harris, 104).  
In In the Shadow of the Glen, the husband pretends to be dead in order to confirm his 
wife’s infidelity. Although Nora’s unfaithfulness is never proven, he banishes her 
nevertheless. Any Irishwoman in her position should by all accounts consider herself 
lucky. Dan Burke owns a farm with plenty of livestock and enough money to enable her 
a secure life, but their marriage is miserable, as Dan is a cold, vindictive man, making 
Nora incredibly lonely. She is trapped in a loveless marriage; which means Dan’s death 
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would be her salvation. What was also seen as problematic is the fact that Nora is 
outspoken about her unhappiness with Dan when talking to the Tramp or Michael. Having 
considered her unhappiness as a betrayal, Arthur Griffith, the editor of United Irishman 
and Synge’s nemesis, was appalled by the play, prompting the controversy that 
surrounded it. Griffith did not consider Nora Burke Irish, because “[n]o real Irish woman 
would ever do such a thing” (Cannon Harris, 106–107). Irishwomen were supposed to 
be the most righteous in the world. Their roles as mothers, homemakers, and consumers 
were believed to be of vital importance for national liberation. Similarly controversial are 
his other female protagonists who are also unable to fulfil the roles set by society. 
Synge’s critical disposition towards such a view of women is reinforced in Riders to the 
Sea, where the main female character ends up tragically despite fulfilling all the required 
roles. Not only Maurya loses her husband to the sea but all of her sons as well, leaving 
her utterly unprovided for and heartbroken. 
Ó Conaire’s stories also frequently deal with the situation of women in Ireland. Several 
of his stories feature widows (“Nell,” “Two Brave Women,” “The Woman at the Window,” 
“The Woman on Whom God Laid His Hand”) and portray the challenging situation women 
find themselves in after losing their spouses as they usually do not earn money 
themselves. It was difficult for women to provide for themselves at that time. Their only 
solution was to leave their homes behind and work as servants in London as Nora did at 
the beginning or more frequently to marry young and give birth to many sons who would 
later take care of their poor old mother. At that time, May-December marriages were 
common because an older man ensured financial stability, and a young, fertile woman 
provided healthy offspring. In most cases, women did not have a say in choosing their 
partners, resulting in loveless marriages just as in Ó Conaire’s “The Woman in Torment,” 
where a man in his fifties takes a liking to a girl barely of age and makes a match with 
her father to marry her despite the girl’s objections. In the end, she finds herself in a 
somewhat similar situation than Synge’s Nora. Máire is trapped in an abusive marriage 
with a drunkard, hoping for his death, which would set her free. Once she manages to 
escape to her father. When Burke comes to collect her, she cannot take it anymore and 
tries to fight back, while revealing the truth about her marriage to her father:  
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To go back to that fine house at Cnocn Mór and to stay there with that man there 
who used to insult me every day of the year and is so blind that he wouldn’t even 
know when he was insulting me. A man who never wanted anything else but to 
satisfy his own lust . . . . [...] I’d much rather to spend my life and my health begging 
for my bread than to spend even one night under the same roof with you Seamus 
Burke.  (Ó Conaire, Pádraic Ó Conaire 145)  
Her boldness surprises her father and her husband, as it was uncharacteristic for a 
proper Irishwoman to voice her opinion. The situation, however, is so dire that she would 
rather live on the streets as a beggar than return home. She does not only resent her 
husband, but she also criticizes her father for selling her without even considering 
whether Seamus is an appropriate husband: “All you wanted was to get a man for me, 
and you didn’t give a damn what sort of a man he was so long as he had a little money. 
To sell me – that’s what you wanted” (Ó Conaire, Pádraic Ó Conaire 146). Once again, 
Máire’s words prove the low value of women at that time. 
Both revivalists exhibited a strong affinity for exploring social issues present in Ireland of 
their time while rejecting the idealisation of the Gaelic pastorality. Their critical approach 
to the mistreatment of women caused a stir amidst the Irish nationalists who believed 
Irishwomen should strive to be obedient and chaste while suppressing needs and desires 
of their own 
 
NATURALISM AND MODERNISM 
There is no doubt that Synge and Ó Conaire were predominantly influenced by late 
Romanticism and Social Realism; however, one can also find traces of later literary 
currents. The impact of naturalism “ultimately traceable to the effect of Darwinism on 
European thought” can be observed in their mutual affinity to investigate the influence of 
social conditions, heredity, and the environment in shaping the human character 
(Markus, 64). As briefly discussed in Chapter 5, Darwin played a significant role in 
Synge’s life. His theory of evolution and natural selection shaped Synge’s views of the 
world and affected his literary style, best seen in The Aran Islands, where he makes 
observations of Islanders in the same way than an explorer observing wild animals in 
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their natural habitat would. For instance, he describes the Islanders as authentic in the 
same way as a wild horse is a thoroughbred compared to the artificially bred cart-horse 
representing Aristocracy (Synge, The Aran Islands, Part I). The essence of Darwin can 
also be felt in the essay “A Landlord’s Garden in County Wicklow,” where the author 
laments the fall of his own class in a similar manner to that Ó Conaire describes the 
gradual decline of Irishness characteristic for immigrant families in Exile. Like Synge, he 
uses the breeding analogy when describing the intermarriages of Irish and English: “And 
many, naturally, intermarried with the English. People who breed animals will tell you that 
when one breed is crossed with another, the offspring will inherit the worst characteristics 
of each. Others, however, take the opposite view” (Ó Conaire, Exile 104–105). As we 
can see, the traces of Naturalism were present in works of both authors, especially in 
their descriptions of people. 
When it comes to the modernist aspect of their writing, the authors diverge the most. Ó 
Conaire was much more interested in exploring the inward self, as best seen in his 
depiction of the character of Micil Ó Maolain in Exile. Employing the first-person narrative, 
it offers the reader a unique insight into Micil’s inner struggles. As Markus remarks, his 
treatment of “the disintegration of personal identity in the anonymous and hostile 
environment of the city” resembles the protagonists’ physical and psychological 
deterioration found in early works of Knut Hamsun (Hunger) and Franz Kafka 
(Metamorphosis) as well as several Gaelic authors such as Máirtín Ó Cadhain and 
Máirtín Ó Direáin (65). On the other hand, Synge does not delve into the subconscious 
to that extent. The modernist element in his work is present in his parodic treatment of 
ancient Irish myths like in The Playboy, a technique also used by James Joyce as seen 
in the twelfth chapter of Ulysses, where the description of the savage giant Citizen 
functions as the parody of the mythological hero Finn Mac Cumhail.  
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CONCLUSION 
Since the Gaelic literary revival and the Irish literary revival shared the temporal and 
spatial sphere, the two movements proved to be more similar than their proponents would 
care to admit. Given that the revivals were born out of the same nationalist thought, they 
both desired to strengthen the Irish identity in challenging times by providing national 
literature. Their choice of the linguistic medium corresponded with their preferred mode 
of Irishness, which was perceived as superior to the other. Furthermore, instead of seeing 
the other revival as complementary, they considered it as contradictory. The Gaelic 
revivalists, however, proved to be more open-minded. As they matured, they were able 
to see the strengths and weaknesses of both revivals. Admiring the mastery of Anglo-
Irish dramatic writing, the Gaelic revivalists urged their proponents to study Anglo-Irish 
writing in order to enhance their work. In contrast, the Irish revivalists did not bother 
reading the works of their Gaelic counterparts, although the leading figures of the 
movement were more than capable of understanding Gaelic. Their failure to distinguish 
between the nativism and progressivism of Gaelic writing only reinforces their ignorance 
and deepens the unnecessary divide between the revivals. 
The Irish literary revival aimed to elevate the national literature by reviving classical Irish 
myths. The romanticized perception of the Irish past is paralleled to the Gaelic nativists’ 
tendency to seek refuge in the real or imagined past. The importance given to the 
untainted pastoral life is seen in both revivals; however, both Synge and Ó Conaire 
openly challenged this notion. While the nativists advocated radical alienation from any 
foreign influence, the Anglo-Irish authors and Gaelic progressives embraced the 
European literature, resulting in their work exhibiting the influences of the same literary 
currents, which applies to Synge and Ó Conaire as well. Their work is heavily influenced 
by late Romanticism, Social Realism, and a trace of Naturalism and Modernism. Their 
shared pursuit of the authentic individual that is characteristic for Romanticism is 
explored through their unusual protagonists who often defy the social expectations, 
reflecting the authors’ own struggles as artists. Furthermore, both of them developed a 
fascination with the vagrant lifestyle, which they perceived as the ultimate embodiment 
of the authentic self. The impact of Social Realism is conveyed in their critical portrayal 
of social issues of contemporary Ireland, including the position of women, as observed 
in Synge’s In the Shadow of the Glen and the very young and unhappy bride in Ó 
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Conaire’s “The Woman in Torment.”  Often their female protagonists did not adhere to 
the nationalist perception of proper womanhood, which is one of the reasons their work 
was deemed controversial. Under the influence of Darwin, Synge and Ó Conaire 
explored the effect of social conditions, heredity, and environment on the human 
character. Both were influenced by Modernism as well; nevertheless, they implemented 
it in their way. Whereas Ó Conaire turned to the subconscious, inward self as seen in 
Exile, Synge focused on the ironic adaptations of classical Irish mythical heroes such as 
Cuchulain in The Playboy. 
Given the many parallels between the two authors as well as their separate literary 
movements, the two revivals should not be perceived as contradictory. In the light of 
Darwinism, Synge expected that the stronger revival would subdue its Gaelic counterpart 
without considering the possibility of a symbiotic relationship. The collaboration would 
indeed be immensely beneficial as it would allow the authors to learn from one another, 
enabling them to elevate the national literature together. However, that never came to 
fruition, due to the Anglo-Irish arrogance and their inability or unwillingness to understand 
Irish Gaelic. Clinging to their separate visions of Ireland, both revivals failed to 
understand that in a culturally pluralist nation such as Ireland, there is no single mode of 
Irishness. The Irish literary revival and the Gaelic literary revival should not be perceived 
as rivals, but merely as two separate branches of the same tree that stem from the same 
roots, but managed to develop in their own directions.   
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